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ABSTRACT
DROPPING OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL:
STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES
MAY 2000
MARY F. SEPPALA, B.A., NORTH ADAMS STATE COLLEGE
M.Ed., NORTH ADAMS STATE COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Mary Lynn Boscardin

In an attempt to understand the meaning of dropping out of high school from
former students’ perspectives, this study investigates dropouts from a single high school.
Data, collected during 1999, is drawn from in-depth interviews with twelve students who
left high school and from observations of their former high school and community. Sue
aspects of the participants’ lives were examined in hopes of recognizing themes common
to the dropout experience. Participants were purposefully selected based on the absence
of known risk factors such as race/ethnicity, low income status and single parent homes
(which have already been well documented in dropout literature). This study hopes to
contribute to an understanding of why students, who are not typically considered at-risk,
drop out of high school.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
Interest in high school dropouts has been a predominant theme in American
education since World War II. Peaking in the sixties, interest in dropouts waned
throughout the seventies only to reappear in the eighties and nineties (Eckstrom, 1987;
Fine, 1986,1991; Gambetta, 1987; Goertz, 1987; Rumberger, 1987 , 1993; Velez, 1989;
Wehlage & Rutter, 1986 ). Educators and sociologists as well as economists sparked this
interest.
A summit meeting held in 1989 between the President of the United States and
fifty governors of the states resulted in the high school dropout rate becoming a major
agenda for the nineties with the goal of increasing high school graduation rates to 90%
by the year 2000 (NEA Goals, 1990). This was a lofty goal, particularly in light of
current statistics coming out of urban areas suggesting that as few as 60% of students
entering high school in those areas actually graduate (Fine, 1990).
A 1991 policy statement issued by the National Association of Social Workers
referred to dropping out as “a growing national tragedy” (Rosenthal, 1995, p. 30).
Dropouts are seen as financial liabilities in terms of welfare, crime, and lost tax revenue
due to unemployment. A typical dropout earns $6000 less per year than a high school
graduate (Coley, 1995). While many accounts document the concerns of such factors in
a capitalist society, there is less known about the impact of dropping out on the
individual dropout.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to understand what dropping out of high school
means to individual dropouts and to understand the reasons for their doing so.
Researchers have identified characteristics of dropouts (Chuang, 1997; Dohn, 1991;
Eckstrom et al., 1986; Will, 1996), debated the meaning of the word dropout and the
validity of dropout data (Barber & McClellan, 1987; Mann, 1986; Rumberger, 1987),
investigated the social-political issues surrounding dropping out (Calabrese, 1991; Fine,
1986, 1991; Ogbu, 1983, 1987) and considered the role of the school in the dropout
dilemma (Beckes, 1993; Coladarci, 1983; Fine, 1986, 1990; Finn, 1989; Secada et al.,
1998; Sexton, 1985; Wehlage & Rutter, 1983). While characteristics such as being Black
or Hispanic, of low-income status, living in a single parent household, and experiencing
inequitable education are factors known to increase an individual’s risk of dropping out,
these factors exist beyond the control of the individual student. Data regarding the
impact of these risk factors tell us little about the individuals who actually experience
dropping out and do not explain why some students, in spite of known risk factors,
complete high school.
If we are to stem the flow of dropouts from public schools, we must understand
the dropout experience. School interventions should not be based on assumptions that
may have little basis in reality in the life of the dropout. This study will attempt to answer
the following questions: (a) how does a dropout define dropout and how does the
definition apply to the individual; (b) did the personal and family history of the
participant contribute to the decision to leave school; (c) was the act of leaving school
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voluntary and what did the decision to leave mean to the participant; and, (d) did the
culture of the school influence the participant’s decision to leave and, if so, how?

Significance of the Study
Dropouts are frequently identified in terms of individual characteristics such as
race/ethnicity, culture, family structure, socio-economic status and parent education
(Beckes, 1993; Borus & Carpenter, 1984; Calabrese, 1989; Chuang, 1997; Chavers,
1991; Eckstrom et al., 1987; Eckstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Hahn, 1987;
Rumberger, 1983; Will, 1996). Social-political issues such as de-valued diplomas,
unequal outcomes, subordinate minorities, and lack of meaningful opportunities for some
students are known to play a role in the dropout dilemma (Fine, 1986, 1991; Ogbu,
1987). This study will attempt to look at dropouts from a perspective that considers the
known dropout “risk factors” but investigates students who would not typically be
labeled at-risk in the hope of recognizing more subtle factors that may not be addressed
in the educational setting.
This study has the potential to inform education reform. If we can understand the
individual dropout and focus attention on creating school and community environments
that support students who become disconnected with education, then we hopefully can
prevent more dropping out.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This review of literature will approach the phenomenon of dropping out of high
school by developing a historical context for the phenomenon, investigating dropout
data, defining the dropout as referred to in literature, considering the dropout data from
a cultural and racial/ethnic perspective, and identifying the role that a disability might
play in a dropout’s life.

Historical Perspective
Concern over students leaving school has been on the mind of educators for
many years. As early as 1872, W.T. Harris articulated this concern in his address to the
National Education Association. For many decades the U.S. Census Bureau and the
National Center for Educational Statistics conducted extensive studies to attempt to shed
light on the extent of this issue (Morrow, 1986).
The term dropout was actually created in the early 1960’s when secondary
school attendance and completion became a norm. Sherman (1996) writes about the
early 60’s when “dropout” was actually a term coined to represent school leavers.
It was Daniel Schreiber, a NEA employee in 1962, who became one of the first
crusaders in bringing the dropout issue to the forefront. Heading a NEA project,
Schreiber enthusiastically approached the problem with an eye toward the influence that
dropouts would have on the economy and labor markets (Dorn, 1962).
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During the same period of time Conant (1961) wrote Slums as Suburbs, further
supporting the term “dropout” as a descriptor of someone who left school without a high
school diploma. Conant wrote of concerns of unemployment, urban poverty, juvenile
delinquency and psychological defects. He went so far as to suggest that unemployed
youth in urban areas be likened to “social dynamite.”
The social construction of the phrase dropout has a great deal to do with created
expectations for students that were tied to certain passages during certain periods of
time. Not only were students expected to perform in certain ways but they were also
expected to do so on timetables that were related to their age (Dorn, 1993). As the need
for labor decreased and the expectation of graduation from high school as a norm
increased, the United States responded by building more schools to accommodate this
demand and eventually adopting high school graduation as socially appropriate behavior.
During and after World War II the literature often focused on the concern of
juvenile delinquency. Male dominated, much of what was written portrayed dropouts as
juvenile delinquents. Authors such as Cervantes (1960) referred to delinquents as just
another way of labeling young male African Americans (Dorn, 1993). Not unlike today,
there was a great deal of upset regarding the dropping out of the “high ability” student
while students of color were seen as more expendable. Even though young women
found their place among the ranks of dropouts, their presence was minimized in large
part because their dropout status was not perceived as constituting a safety or economic
threat (Dorn, 1993).
The seventies saw a decline in the amount of concern regarding dropouts only to
be refueled in the eighties as one of the most pressing issues in education (Eckstrom,
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1987; Fine, 1985; Gambetta, 1987; Goertz, 1987; Hahn & Danzberger, 1987;
Rumberger, 1987; Velez, 1989; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).
Secondary schools have become clearly established social institutions and their
significance in the lives of adolescents has become monumental. A perceived
unwillingness on the part of many young adults to hop aboard the vehicle of secondary
education that will supposedly deliver them safely to adulthood has left many a school
leader feeling that a crisis is impending.

Scope of the Dropout Situation
Literally hundreds of statistical studies exist that identify, classify and tabulate
dropouts. The most frequently referenced quantitative studies are ones undertaken by
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The High School and Beyond
(HS&B) study that began in 1980 and the National Education Longitudinal Study
(NELS) of 1988 are the two most frequently referenced databases dealing with the
characteristics of students who dropped out of school between the tenth and twelfth
grades (NCES, 1996).
Both HS&B and NELS look at characteristics of dropouts in a variable
framework. Demographic factors of race/ethnicity and poverty status; structural
variables of family composition, parental education, and number of siblings in the home;
educational support variables related to materials in the home and parental expectations;
prior academic performance; and educational engagement as measured by the amount of
homework done and class preparedness are the factors that are determined to put
students at greater risk. What is not included in this research is any characterization of
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the educational opportunities offered the students by their individual schools (NCES,
1996).
Analysis of the data collected in these two studies indicates a decline in the
overall dropout rate (5%) between 1982 and 1992. Students who live in poverty and
demonstrate poor academic achievement did not decline among the dropout ranks.
Asian and Hispanic students demonstrated more dropout behavior than White students
did, while the rates for Black students remained constant.
Probably no study better supports the need for more qualitative research than the
1991 study completed by the Austin, Texas School System (Frazer, 1991). Using
criteria developed by the Texas Legislature, the Austin School Systems Office of
Research and Evaluation identified “at risk” students and tracked them for four years.
The purpose was to determine the validity of early identification criteria established by
the school system.
Twenty-two “at risk” categories were established related to age in grade and
extent of failure as measured by standardized tests. Twenty-five thousand students were
evaluated based on the risk categories. Results indicated 41% to 46% of those studied
were “at risk.”
A follow up study indicates that the system over identified “at risk” students; of
the original 41-46% studied, 33% graduated, 33% were still enrolled, and 33% dropped
out. An additional concern is the number of students who also dropped out but were not
identified as being “at risk.” Being overage for grade placement was determined to be
consistent with dropping out but test scores did not correlate with dropout data.
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One purpose of this study was to “target resources.” While admirable, targeting
resources does not seem to make a difference. Perhaps measuring the quality of the
resources provided, and the meaning that they may have to the students, would be a
more reasonable approach.
One of the most challenging aspects of the dropout discussion is developing an
understanding of the magnitude of the issue. The difficulty of this task is compounded
by the fact that the word dropout represents a loosely constructed term to identify a
variety of people in a variety of situations.
Confusion in collecting data as related to the classification of many students as
actual dropouts, potential dropouts, and students considered “at risk” contributes to the
ongoing struggle to clearly define the dropout (Bloch, 1991). Bloch relates that even a
broadly accepted definition of a dropout as “a former student who never received a high
school diploma” is still much too vague to produce reliable results in assessing numbers
of dropouts.
In the 1980s, attempts were made to standardize an accepted definition of
dropout by majority vote but little consensus was gained (Barber, 1984). In 1973, C.V.
Good defined dropout for the Dictionary of Education. His definition was later accepted
by the NEA and is one of the more complete, but that has had little influence in creating
a universally accepted definition.
Good states:

.

that dropout most often designates an elementary or secondary school
pupil who has been in membership during the regular school term and
who withdraws or is dropped from membership for any reason except
death or transfer to another school before completing an equivalent
program of studies; such individual is considered a dropout whether his
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dropping out occurs before or between regular school term, whether it
occurs before or after he has passed the compulsory school attendance
age, and where applicable, whether or not he has completed a minimum
required amount of schoolwork. (1973, p. xx)
The problem of counting dropouts is exacerbated by the absence of a clear and
universally accepted dropout definition (Rumberger, 1987; Barber & McClellan, 1987).
In 1984, estimates of between 15.2% and 29.1% of eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds
dropping out of high school were reported (Rumberger, 1987). The significant range in
this estimate speaks to the extraordinary challenge in data collection. Vast discrepancies
between U. S. Census data and state-wide high school attrition data are cited as part of
the problem. U.S. Census data is collected using an age cohort method to examine the
proportion of young adults in a certain group who have not completed a high school
diploma and are not enrolled in school. States, on the other hand, frequently use attrition
rates to demonstrate the proportion of an entering high school class that graduates (or
does not graduate) four years after entering high school. While both methods produce
statistics about dropouts they do not answer the same question. In addition, state data
collection methods often define a dropout as a person who has not received a high
school diploma in a four-year time span. The Census Bureau definition excludes from
their dropout classification GED completers as well as students who return to school
after their cohort group has graduated (Rumberger, 1987).
Variability in reporting practices among states was the subject of a 1984 study of
seventeen large-city school districts (not named) (Barber & McClellan, 1987).

Dropout

data from the seventeen districts were examined to identify how students were coded
when they left school. This process generated lists of codes that systems use when a
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student exits. Words often used in coding language are “excluded”, “withdrawn”, and
“transferred.” Students who completed the GED were coded differently in different
systems and approximately half of the systems considered expelled students as dropouts
while the other half did not. One district counted a student who was deceased as a
dropout (Barber & McClellan, 1987). This investigation of record keeping practices
points out the lack of a standard description of a dropout. As a review, it is informative
and adequate but its use is limited. It does, however, offer evidence to support its
recommendation of the need for a standardized federal definition of a high school
dropout. The value of technology in record keeping is cited along with the limitations of
technology without common meaning.
The Phi Delta Kappa Center for Evaluation and Research identified the lack of
standardized measurement as the primary point of contention in the dropout debate
(Mann, 1986). Researchers from the Center attempted to develop a definition of
dropping out by reviewing reporting systems and practices of a variety of school
systems and they concluded:
We simply cannot agree what a dropout is. In some districts death,
marriage, taking a job, entering the armed forces, entering college early,
being expelled or jailed, going to a deaf school, business school, or
vocational school causes one to be considered a dropout. In another
district, none of these acts would be considered .. .
There are at least as many different definitions of a dropout as there are school
districts recording dropouts. Some districts solved their problem of who to count as a
dropout by not using any definition at all, whereas other districts had three or four
definitions, and neither we nor they seemed to know which one was used.
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Dropout rates currently vary in such degrees that in some areas they include
students who are home educated while others do not include students who have pursued
and passed GED’s or who are in Special Education programs (Fine, 1990). Fine
contends that the continued controversy regarding dropout census often diverts energy
away from the essential problem of dealing with students who are no longer in school.
While it is commonly believed that the dropout rate has declined since the 1970s
and hovered around 11% nationwide in 1994 (NCES, 1994), Fossey (1996) questions
the decline. Using the criteria of four years to represent “on time” completion of high
school he examined high school completion rates in Philadelphia and the District of
Columbia. Fossey reports the “on time” completion in Philadelphia was 50% in 1995
and 45% in DC in 1994. Citing as a problem the practice of not counting students who
are not passed from one grade to the next as part of the four-year data collection he
points out that these students may drop out after attempting many additional years in
school. A reporting system that indicates the percentage of students who enter Grade
Nine and actually graduate four years later is recommended to obtain a more accurate
dropout numbers (Fossey, 1996). While providing clarity regarding the actual number of
students who graduate in four years and those who do not, I am not certain that Fossey’s
approach would add anything to the already confusing picture. Simply looking at four
year completion rates without tracking students who did not complete school in four
years would still leave us with questionable data regarding the number of students who
actually dropped out.
While we might interpret the data that represents a decline in the percentage of
New York City students who entered school and dropped out within four years ( 21.8/4
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in 1986 dropped to 17.2% in 1991) as good news, we should be alarmed to recognize
that only 41% of students who entered grade nine in NYC in 1986 graduated in four
years. Furthermore, this declined to a 37% four-year graduation rate in 1990. Seven
years after entering high school only 57% of the classes of 1986-1989 had graduated.
More than half of the New York City Schools investigated in 1991 had four-year
graduation rates between 25 and 49% and only four of the 124 schools in NYC could
boast a four-year graduation rate for 75-100% of its students. (New York City Board
of Education, 1993).

As long as the four-year diploma remains the norm. New York

schools are falling well below accepted expectations. Of particular concern is the lack of
information about students who do not graduate in four years.
Other countries currently share the concern regarding students who are leaving
high school. Canada reports a dropout rate of approximately 30% that has remained
fairly constant over the past ten years (Morris et al., 1991). The common problem of
inconsistent measurement is also experienced in Canada with reports of dropouts ranging
from 5% to 80% in varying provinces ( Persuad & Madak, 1992). Dropping out or
“early school leaving” has been identified as a major concern in the Republic of Ireland
since 1970 (Fagan, 1995, p. 4).
A study of Danish students is of particular interest because the students in Danish
high schools (gymnasium) must all be academically qualified to participate in high school
education. In spite of this the drop out rate for students entering their first year of high
school is about 15%. The first national investigation of dropout in Denmark, this study
concluded that student determination and motivation upon high school entrance was a
critical factor in successful high school completion (Dohn, 1991).
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Dohn used an “ex-post-facto” research design to compare 1078 students who
had dropped out to 1093 students who were still enrolled in high school. Personal
interviews were conducted with fourteen students who had dropped out and 107
students still enrolled. A questionnaire was sent by mail to students who had dropped
out and the same questionnaire was administered to students enrolled in school
(administration occurred during school time). Enrolled students and dropouts were
matched based on characteristics such as age, sex, and grade. The questionnaires
solicited information regarding maternal and paternal occupation, motivation and
achievement, educational levels of parents, siblings in the home, self -esteem and social
integration.
Most remarkable about the study is the level of participation. One of the
difficulties in studying dropouts has been the lack of availability of dropouts as
participants due to relocation and disconnection. This was not the case in this Danish
study. Results were published for all students in the sample. Dohn explains that
dropping out is not viewed as a dead end in the Danish system. Many students who drop
out will go on to higher education. This may in fact influence why dropouts in this study
do not report low self -esteem and why they are willing and available participants.
Perhaps the social construction of the term “dropout” is considerably different in
Denmark than in the U.S.

Cultural and Racial Perspectives
Much has been written about the impact of culture and race/ethnicity in dropout
literature. The cultural compatibility theory contends that children who experience a
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family situation that is similar in regard to behavioral and cognitive routines found in
their academic classroom will most likely do well in school. “When cultures provide
some other set of social and psychological routines, however, schools and pupils are
mutually frustrated.” (Tharp, 1989, as cited in Smith-Hefner, 1993).
The dropout rate for racial and linguistic minority groups currently exceeds the
national average. The ASPIRA Association, a non-profit organization developed to
“promote the educational growth of Puerto Rican and other Hispanic youth” (Velez &
Fernandez, 1991, p. 55) has conducted research to determine the role of race/ethnicity in
the dropout data. In 1983, the New York ASPIRA Chapter reported a dropout rate up
to 70 to 80% for Black and Hispanic high school students in urban areas. These
numbers represent actual school leavers but do not include “functional dropouts”(Velez
& Fernandez, 1991, p. 59) who are defined as students who remain on school rolls but
rarely attend and are essentially failing and in danger of non-promotion.
A 1989 ASPIRA study is a longitudinal multi-method study conducted over a
three-year period in five school districts. Schools in Chicago, Miami, Newark, San
Antonio, and Milwaukee were selected based on their large Hispanic populations. Seven
schools participated in the study. The sampling goal was a random sample of 110
Hispanic students and a random sample of 100 students from other racial/ethnic groups
to be drawn from each of the seven schools. Analysis of school records and interviews
were the primary methods used in the study. High School and Beyond, a 1980 National
Study was a secondary source of research. The following two research questions were
developed:
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What roles do community, institutions (family and school), and student
characteristics play in the student’s decision to drop out of or stay in
school?
Do differences in ethnic group, sex, and geographic location influence the
relative role played by these factors in determining the student’s decision
to drop out or stay in school? (Velez & Fernandez, 1991, p. 56)
A student questionnaire was administered to 1152 students in Year One of the
study. The questionnaire included items related to school participation, educational
expectations, study habits, personal history, language proficiency, and parents.
Additional questions were added in Year Two and administered to students who
dropped out after Year One. The additional Year-Two questions focused on aspects of
the “dropouts’” lives.
An interview instrument was developed and administered in each school to 20
parents of students who had completed the questionnaire in Year One. Interview
questions focused on biographical data, language proficiency, job history, school
involvement and experiences and assessment of their child’s abilities.
The ASPIRA Study results indicate that students who drop out are more likely to
be truant from school; expected educational achievement results in more persistence;
repeating a grade increases the risk of dropping out; and grades have an impact on
dropouts demonstrated by the fact that stay-ins exhibited a one-grade advantage over
dropouts.
This study provides valuable data regarding characteristics of dropouts and
echoes many of the findings of the extensive dropout literature. It contains a variety of
variables and offers a good validity check through the use of parent interviews that
provide data supportive of student responses. One problem experienced by the
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researchers was the inconsistency of records examined due to the fact that different
schools have different record keeping systems. While it was possible in one school to
determine days present and absent, only absences were recorded in another school. The
researchers cited the limitation of not having achievement test data for students. I
support this concern but feel that the absence of any aptitude information was more
detrimental because achievement test scores may be depressed by significant absences
but aptitude tests might provide a clearer picture of students requiring additional support
in school. The finding that stay-ins earned better grades than drop-outs might have been
better understood by a better understanding of students’ abilities.
Many assumptions are made regarding race/ethnicity and dropping out. Will
(1996) analyzed data from the dropout sample of the Spring 1990 sample of the National
Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS 88). Students in the sample left school
between Grades 8 and 10. One thousand students from locations throughout the country
were sampled. The sample was comprised of Hispanic, African-American and nonHispanic Whites. White students made up approximately 60% of the sample, Hispanic
students 25%, and African American students 15%. The Hispanic and African-American
student groups were approximately 50% male and 50% female in each group. The
White group had 10% more males than females. Younger adolescents were a primary
focus because they are typically left out of dropout studies due to the fact that the legal
age to leave school is 16. Seventy-five percent of the students completed a written
dropout survey and 25% completed a telephone-administered version of the same
survey. The first portion of the study focused on reasons for dropping out and the
second portion focused on future plans. Twenty-one reasons for dropping out were
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provided and students were asked to indicate those that applied to them. The reasons
addressed a range of adolescent issues such as school, family, peer, employment, and
adult transition.
Using t-tests to examine statistical significance of race and ethnic differences,
Will (1996) found that White dropouts, more frequently than Black or Hispanic
dropouts, cite alienation from school as the reason for dropping out. African- Americans
cited suspension and expulsion as a more frequent reason for leaving school as well as
having friends who dropped out. Hispanics often cited more reasons related to the
family for their dropout behavior. In his examination of dropout behavior, Will (1996)
also contends that while Whites will often pursue a GED, Hispanics will frequently seek
alternative education and Blacks are more apt to return to traditional schooling.
Frequently the circumstances regarding dropping out and perhaps re-engaging in some
form of education are highly individual so Will’s (1996) observations, while helpful,
should not be viewed as a predicted course of action for students in varying racial
groups. Given the fact that lists of reasons for dropping out were provided to students,
one cannot assume that other reasons that were not listed were not in fact more
important in the students’ decisions to drop out. Also, the small sample size was a
problem, particularly with Hispanic students, because it was not large enough to allow
differentiation in Hispanic groups. Noticeably absent in the data set is any information
regarding Native Americans.
A qualitative study conducted in 1998 provides more in-depth information
regarding the dropout rate for Hispanic students throughout the country. Commissioned
by Secretary of Education Riley, a group of prominent educators traveled throughout the
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country observing in schools, interviewing Hispanic children and their families, and
conducting community focus groups. Analyses of data collected suggest that Hispanic
students and their families feel alienated from school and do not believe that they are well
served by the current structure of schools (Secada et al., 1998).
Another observation of social and cultural alienation is seen in a study of 1064
students in a Midwestern junior/senior high school where the dropout rate exceeds 30%
for African American and Hispanic students. Administering the Dean Alienation Scale.
an instrument consisting of 24 statements on a Likert-type scale, to a gender-balanced
sample of 669 Caucasian students, 171 African American students, and 58 Hispanic
students an attempt was made to measure isolation, normlessness, and powerlessness.
Results indicate that males in all three ethnic groups report more isolation than females
and that African American and Hispanic students report more alienation than Caucasian
Students. Dropping out was portrayed as a rejection of the culture of the school: passive
resistance to an organization that renders Black and Hispanic students powerless.
Feelings of lack of power appeared to stem from student impressions of their inability to
change their school environment (Calabrese, 1989).
The disproportionate number of Caucasians in Calabrese’s sample concerns me.
The study states that the schools are racially balanced yet more than half of the
participants are white. One might want to consider why more whites volunteered for a
study of this type and whether a statement about alienation might be interpreted from the
constitution of the original sample. Since it is already known that more students of color
drop out of school, it might have been more effective to administer the instrument to a
racially mixed and balanced group of dropouts. This might enable the researcher to

18

establish whether the three areas examined played a significant role in students’ decisions
to drop out and to identify differences in responses according to race.
The dropout rate for Native Americans has been estimated to be between 30%
(Swisher, Hoisch, & Pavel, 1991) and 50% (Chavers, 1991). This may be in large part
due to the belief that Native Americans exhibit learning styles that are incompatible with
the teaching methods used in most schools (Beckes, 1993). Beckes compared the
personal learning styles of Chippewa students in Belcourt, North Dakota with the
learning styles of non Native American students from Crookston, Minnesota. Selection
was based on similarities in population, geographic area, and educational structure. The
Chippewa sample consisted of 98 graduates of 1992 and 135 students who had dropped
out over the previous four-year period (1988-1992). The non Native American sample
consisted of 94 graduates and 31 dropouts during the same time period. Beckes’
research was an attempt to answer the following five questions:
1.

What is the dominant personal learning style of Native American
Chippewa students who successfully graduated from Turtle Mountain
Community High School in 1992?

2.

What is the dominant personal learning style of Native American
Chippewa students who have dropped out of Turtle Mountain
Community High School prior to graduation over the past four years?

3.

What is the dominant personal learning style of non Native American
students who successfiilly graduated from Central High School in
Crookston, Minnesota in 1992?

4.

What is the dominant personal learning style of non Native American
students who have dropped out of Central High School in Crookston,
Minnesota prior to graduation over the past four years?

5.

Is there an overall significant difference in the learning style of Native
American Chippewa students and the learning style of non Native
American students?
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The Gregorc Style Delineator, an instrument consisting of ten 4-word sets, was
used to measure dominant learning style. The participants use self as the point of
reference and ranked in order from 4 to 1 each word in terms of how much they believed
it describes them. Words ranked with 4 are the ones that the participants think describe
them best. After ranking all words, a total score is determined. Four pre-established
“channels” are used to cluster the words. These channels correspond to learning styles
which have been defined as concrete sequential, abstract sequential, abstract random, and
concrete random. The largest numerical score represents the subject’s dominant learning
style (Beckes, 1993 p.20).
Concluding that a more “holistic” approach to learning is the preferred method
for Chippewa students, Beckes classified their learning style as “abstract random” while
the non Native American students in his study were identified as having a “concrete
sequential” learning style. Schools traditionally provide instruction with “inductive,
linear methodology” which complements those with concrete sequential learning styles
and may compromise those with more abstract styles of learning (Beckes, 1993).
While simple, this study has significance in emphasizing the necessity of gearing
instructional programs to the learning styles of students. It supports the constructivist
approach of creating more opportunities for learning to occur in the classroom and
causes one to question the value of extensive direct instruction as an appropriate mode
of instruction to address the learning needs of a diverse group. If results of Beckes
(1993) study are seriously considered a variety of teaching techniques must be employed
followed by individual assessment to determine effectiveness.
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Structural inequalities are often viewed as the root of minority failure and
differences are noted in relationship to the type of minority status that defines the
student. “Caste-like” minorities such as Blacks, Native Americans, and Chicanos, may
be seen in a different light than immigrant minorities. Ogbu, an ethnographer, studied
minority children in Stockton, California in 1968 to understand why there was such a
high degree of school failure among Blacks and Mexican-Americans. Identifying these
groups as “subordinate minorities, students who were incorporated into the United
States more or less against their will” (Ogbu, 1974, p. 2), he contrasts their progress
with that of immigrant minorities such as Arabs, Chinese, and Japanese who came to this
country for reasons very similar to those of dominant Whites, particularly to better
themselves economically.
Approaching his study with no prior knowledge of American education, Ogbu
began the project as a cultural study of American schools. He spent 21 months, from
September 1968 to May 1970, doing field research in the neighborhood of Burgherside
and adjoining neighborhoods where students attended Burgherside schools. He talked
with school personnel and organizational leaders as well as a group of typical middle
class citizens that he referred to as “taxpayers” (Ogbu, 1974, p. 17). During Phase I of
his fieldwork (October 1968-June 1969), Ogbu carried out an extensive survey of over
100 households of school-aged children gathering data related to
a.
b.
c.
d.

childhood experiences of the informant
education of the informant
history of the informant’s migration
education and occupation experiences of the informant, his parents, and

e.

siblings
marital history
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f.
g.

political, social and religious affiliation
kinship, household composition.

During the Spring and Summer of 1969 interviews with parents were conducted
using questions related to
a.
b.
c.
d.

background information
attitudes toward bi-lingual programs at the elementary schools
participation in school programs
school integration and other issues of interest within the school district.

Between September and December 1969, 40 families from the original sample
were re-interviewed (based on history of positive rapport). These interviews were
discussions of points made in previous data collection. They were more intensive
interviews lasting from one to four hours. In addition, Ogbu interviewed 225 students in
Grade 5 using a questionnaire to access the following:
a.
b.
c.
d.

family background
education and occupational goals
children’s perceptions of parents, teachers and peer group influences
the extent to which the children saw themselves or others responsible for
the type of work they did in schools (Ogbu, 1974. p.18).

During the final few months of the study interviews were conducted with 75
Black and Mexican-American eighth, ninth, eleventh, and twelve graders. These
interviews were individual and dealt with issues that had surfaced throughout the study.
Ogbu concludes, “Programs are not succeeding because programs are based on
false assumptions about the causes of school failure” (Ogbu, 1974. p. 253) and “the
loss of the desire to perform or compete effectively in their schoolwork is the result of
their adaptation to the limited opportunity to benefit from their educations” (Ogbu,
1974, p. 255).

22

Ogbu (1974) contends that subordinate minorities perceive American society and
education as not being of particular benefit to them. He urges us to move beyond the
consideration that subordinate minorities fail because of personal characteristics
associated with their minority group but to consider the role that schools play in serving
subordinate minorities. Subordinate minorities are encouraged to put forth the same
effort as Whites in school yet often find fewer societal rewards for such effort.
Experiencing this outcome, subordinate minorities may choose to stop working hard
(Ogbu, 1974). The attitude that education is important is one that must be passed down
from parent to child but it is often accompanied by the skepticism that subordinate
minority parents feel about their child’s ability to be successful in a world dominated by
Whites. The failure to adapt to the school norm influences teacher attitude, which in
turn influences adaptation. Subordinate minorities are often seen as burdens: non¬
contributors. The goal of schools is often to make them more like the middle class so
they might be viewed as more worthy (Ogbu, 1974).
Ogbu’s (1974) study has powerful implications for American education yet the
tragedy lies in the fact that this study is thirty years old and educational outcomes for
“subordinate” minorities have not improved much. This is further demonstrated by
Fine’s (1986) extensive study of urban dropouts at CHS in New York and Fagan’s
(1990) study of Irish school dropouts. Fine (1986) and Fagan (1990) echo Ogbu’s
concerns and move to another level to suggest political motivation as a reason for
continued suppression of disadvantaged groups with schools simply being the corral
within which to close the gate.
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Establishing herself as a researcher in residence at a comprehensive school of
3200 students in upper Manhattan, Michelle Fine (1986) captured an inside view of the
politics and procedures carried out in the name of urban education. Fine (1986)
characterizes this high school by relating a story of the high school principal addressing a
group of parents at a PTO meeting. The principal proudly reports that eighty percent of
the school’s graduates go on to college. What he fails to announce is that only twenty
percent of the incoming ninth graders will graduate.
Fine was driven by a mission to determine how a public high school could
experience dropout rates in the range of 40 to 60 percent. Through extensive
observation and gathering of field notes, she came to understand the routine practices
and policies that encouraged dropping out in the worst of situations and offered little
resistance in the best. Endless class observations, student and staff interviews, and
parent meetings, provided rich data to suggest that “institutional silencing” was the
plague that would claim the spirit and shape the future of more than half the students at
CHS (Fine, 1991).
Fine reports “unequal opportunities” result in “unequal outcomes” in areas
ranging from academics to discipline. She speaks of discharge from this high school as:
a tradition where most did it. Some showed up for the event; others
merely faded. The qualitative and quantitative data blend to reveal a
rationalized process by which the bodies of these young women and men
were neatly and almost unnoticeably removed from the rolls, largely as a
consequence of policies and practices of public schooling. When they
went, both educators and many youth themselves viewed these events as
individual “choices” or due to personal inadequacies. Perhaps this is the
most compelling consequence of institutionalized silencing. When the
policies and practices of purging are rendered invisible, no one but the
adolescent is held to blame. (Fine, 1991, p. 82)
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Interviews with students provided insights into why they decided to leave school.
Forty percent of those interviewed said that leaving school was a direct result of being
bored, frustrated, or not getting it. Twenty-nine percent linked their decision to an
earlier retention and twenty-three percent cited family problems as the contributing
factor in their decision. Several students (twenty-three percent) said they were “pushed
out” and “didn’t want to leave” (Fine, 1991).
Often revisiting the themes that emerged from her 1985 research. Fine has
applied an even stronger political perspective to the issue as evidenced in her statement
in the introduction to Debating Dropouts (Kelly, 1996). Fine identifies the dropout
situation as a “psychological product of capitalism; getting the poor (and school failures)
to hold themselves accountable for their own miserable outcomes.”
Predominant themes of Fine’s (1986) study are recognized in Fagan’s (1990)
study of early school leavers in Ireland. Fagan (1990), like Fine (1986) and Ogbu
(1974), moves beyond the traditional ideologies of race and gender and examines the
basic political and economic ideologies that promote oppression in school and society at
large. Within this framework, Fagan recasts dropouts into the role of activists who must
refuse to participate in a scheme that would eventually render them powerless and unable
to influence their future.
Fagan interviewed early school leavers in an Irish Community Training
Workshop in Dublin. Having left school early, these young adults struggle with
unemployment, lack of skills, and lack of the basic education that their government
proclaims is their right. Fagan’s insights as a researcher are keen; she struggles with the
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concern of representing her participants and full well knowing that her voice is
intermingled in their responses.
Interviews focus on three major themes: experiences of schooling, school leaving
in retrospect, and work experiences and prospects for the future. Her goal is to
determine how these young folks construct their identities and the role that school has
played in the construction. Fagan’s analysis focuses on the reproduction/resistance
theory and identifies genetic, cultural, structural, and political discourse paradigms within
which to place her insights. The students interviewed recognized that school has little
bearing on their future and that it is unlikely that their dropping out influences their
position in a labor market that offers little to the graduate who belongs to a “working
class” family. When they describe their oppositional behavior and the subsequent
discipline problems in school, Fagan provides an interpretation of what the school
perceived as non-compliant behavior re-framed as their “refusal to collude in their own
suppression” (Fagan, p. 128).

Why Students Drop Out of School
A great deal has been written about the characteristics of dropouts. As I
reviewed the extensive literature in this area I struggled with the notion of people being
classified by conditions external to them. In this section, I will describe what researchers
have identified as the variables in a person’s life that may predispose them to dropping
out of school.
A national study to determine what types of students drop out and their reasons
for doing so considered dropouts from a socio-economic perspective (SES) as well as
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from a racial/ethnic identity point of view (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986).
Using the High School and Beyond database they used three methods of analysis to
study 1980 high school sophomores over the two year period from 1980-1982.
The first analysis was descriptive: who stayed in and who dropped out between
10th and 12th grade. The “stayers” were compared to “dropouts” based on ethnicity,
socio-economic status, family, home support, ability, attitude, and school behavior. The
second analysis was a path analysis to explain why some students stayed in school while
others dropped out. The third analysis, value-added, was used to estimate how tested
achievement was influenced by staying in or dropping out (Eckstrom et al., 1986). The
research questions are as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Who drops out?
Why does one student drop out and not another?
What happens to dropouts during the time that their peers remain in
school?
What is the impact of dropping out on gains in tested achievement?
(Eckstrom et al, 1986)

Findings indicated that family and cultural background played a role in
adolescents’ determination to complete school. There were a disproportionately higher
number of dropouts from families with low socio-economic levels and from
ethnic/minority groups. Fifteen percent of the 1980 sophomores dropped out within two
years contrasted with a rate of 25% of black students. Being male, living in an urban
area, and living in the South or West were other factors found more frequently among
the dropout population.
This study, while informative, is reliant upon the accuracy of the High School and
Beyond database. Reasons for dropping out do not often provide insight into causes.
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When large numbers of students are surveyed, their data analyzed and re-analyzed, we
may be moving further away from obtaining information that will truly inform
educational reform.
Variables of school descriptors and personal characteristics in dropout research
were added by Chuang (1997) in his analyses of data gathered in the 1979-1986 National
Longitudinal Survey of Labor Market Experience (NLSY). Descriptive statistics on
dropout and non-dropout samples were compiled. Males and females numbering 11,561
were the population considered in the study. All were between the ages of 14 and 21 in
1978. The weekly schooling status of the students was recorded between January 1978
and December 1986. During this period of time, 1795 students dropped out at least
once and 6457 students completed high school without interruption.
Family backgrounds, personal characteristics, and school-related factors were
identified for the students who dropped out as well as those who did not drop out.
Chuang’s (1987) study provided more clarity in respect to the influence of being Black
on dropping out due to an increase in the number of variables. Eckstrom’s (1987)
research indicated that being Black increased a student’s risk of dropping out but
Chuang found behavioral characteristics resulting in suspensions and expulsions and
involvement in illegal activities to have a stronger influence on dropping out than race
alone.
Chuang’s (1987) research supports Eckstrom’s (1987) assumptions regarding the
risk factors present for students with low SES , students whose parents did not complete
high school (Chuang estimated the rate of non-completion for children of non¬
completers to be 50%), and students of minority status. The real value of Chuang’s
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study is in the consideration of contemporary issues such as drug and alcohol use and
low self-expectations, as potential indicators of dropout behavior.
Gender issues were found to influence dropping out in an investigation that
reported young women as more likely to leave school due to pregnancy and/or marriage
and young men as more likely to leave to go to work (Rumberger,1983). Eckstrom et
al. (1987) cited reasons such as poor grades and dislike of school as motivators for
dropping out. The authors also state that dropouts did less homework and exhibited
more discipline problems in school. In both cases the national databases ofNELS 88
and High School and Beyond were used to draw conclusions.
A student's place in the family was thought to have some impact on dropout
potential (Powell and Steelman, 1993). Using data from the High School and Beyond
Survey of 1990 Powell and Steelman posed the following seven research questions:
1.

Does spacing of siblings affect the likelihood of dropping out of high
school?

2.

Does spacing of siblings influence the likelihood of pursuing post¬
secondary education?

3.

Is the effect of spacing of siblings on educational attainment a function of
socio-economic background?

4.

Is the effect of spacing of siblings on educational attainment channeled via
disabilities and/or academic ability and achievement?

5.

Does the effect of spacing of siblings on educational attainment reflect
resource allocation?

6.

Does the effect of spacing of siblings differ for high school graduation
and post secondary school attendance?

7.

Does spacing of siblings affect the flow of parental resources?
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Because High School and Beyond (1982, 1984) provided information on sibship
density, Powell and Steelman were able to examine the effect that close spacing in
families has on graduation rates. They concluded that close spacing of siblings, although
not as powerful as family size, is “more strongly related to educational attainment than
the other more commonly investigated sibship parameters, such as birth order” ( p. 375).
This study is thorough in its consideration of other factors that may accompany
close spacing of children and their potential impact on educational outcomes. Family
economic status, resources of time, and parental education were included in the
examination of sibling spacing. While this study is unlikely to change the patterns of
spacing of children in families, it has potential to inform educational changes.
Recognizing any variable that places students at greater risk of not being successful in
school allows schools to be in a better position to provide additional support.
The National Labor Statistics from 1979-1982 was the database for studying the
early experiences of high school dropouts in the labor market (Morgan, 1997). Findings
indicated students in Grades Ten and Eleven are more likely to drop out than students in
Grades Nine and Twelve. Morgan also examined the role that gender, ethnicity and
racial variations play in dropout occurrence.
The role of family and social support must be considered as it influences students
who choose to stay in school. Determining the influence of these supports on students
who would be typically considered at risk for dropping out became the subject of a study
of Haitian students in a single Haitian community of 20,000 in suburban New York
(Rosenthal, 1995). Haitian students were selected because they are generally poor,
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Black, and often live in families with a great deal of social stress. Haitian families are
known to have a high regard for their children’s education. (Rosenthal, 1995).
The researcher was challenged in identifying students to participate in the study
but word of mouth in the community provided a “snowball effect”. Hoping to interview
current students as well as school leavers the researcher was more successful with the
former and only able to identify three school leavers in the community of 20,000
Haitians.
The interviews were rather unstructured but virtually all participants discussed
parental expectations regarding education. The theme was predominant; it appeared that
an emphasis on the value of education and the family value that it represented had truly
been engendered in these students. Interestingly enough, when the three school leavers
were interviewed, it was discovered that all three still expressed a desire to be in school
but were unable to as a direct result of a break they had experienced within their family.
Two of the school leavers were pregnant and had been “forbidden” to attend by their
families and one was relocated from one parent who was supportive of education to his
other parent who was not as a result of a divorce.
The influence of social support is clear in this study and proves that when
available, it may be enough to overcome poverty and race in terms of school success.
We know the students in this study stayed in school; what is not clear from this study is
the nature of their school experiences.
Many attempts at defining dropouts and identifying their characteristics leave us
with pictures of anti-social, disconnected youth. Over thirty years ago it was thought by
some that sixteen year olds were the most likely to quit school and that they were
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students lacking social connections within the school (Bond, 1962). Minimal
participation in extracurricular activities, poor attendance, failure to cooperate, and
general lack of interest were characteristics of identified dropouts. Other predominant
themes of the sixties related to dropouts having strong attitudes of dislike, frustration,
and social dissatisfaction with the school as well as seeing no relationship between the
school and their own needs (Bowman & Matthews, 1964; Carabello, 1964).
The research of the seventies and early eighties shows little variation from the
themes presented in the sixties that attributed dropout behavior to personal
characteristics of dropouts. It is possible that factors identified as causes of dropout
behavior may actually represent symptoms of a much larger problem (Bloch, 1991).
In the mid-eighties a new theme emerged in the research that shifted the focus
away from individual definitions and characteristics. The notion that schools might play
a role in the “estrangement” and “alienation” that some students experience began to
receive serious consideration. Will (1996) cites internal factors of schools as possibly
causing students to see the environment of school as a less than welcome place and
eventually leading to “disengagement and alienation.” Recognition that schools have no
control over the background of students but might be influential in changing the
predicted dropout behaviors by providing different experiences for students marked a
welcome change in the thinking about dropouts (Wehlage & Rutter, 1987). The culture
of schools and the impact of school culture were a new frontier of exploration for
Goodlad (1984), Powell, Farrae and Cohen (1985), Sexton (1985), and Fine (1990).
Schools can differ in their effects on students as illustrated by a situation where
students from a neighborhood school with a high dropout rate were moved to a
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neighborhood school with a low dropout rate (because the first school closed). The
dropout rate in the new school improved, indicating an impact of positive climate
(Sexton, 1985).
Students were thought to disengage emotionally and mentally in schools that fail
to provide “challenging and satisfying experiences in self development” (Goodlad,
1984). The notion of students feeling “unspecial” and not feeling as if they belong began
to receive attention as a school problem rather than an individual problem (Powell,
Farrae, & Cohen, 1985). The necessity of caring, respectful adults in their school
environment emerged as a consistent theme in the ethnographic study of eleven females
in New York in 1994 ( Norton & Taylor-Dunlop, 1984). This message is reinforced in a
San Diego High School study where students indicated a need for teachers to
demonstrate a more caring attitude and to become more aware of the student’s social
characteristics (Ochoa, 1994).
In addition to students who were classified as dropouts under an assumption that
leaving was voluntary, there exists a large group of students for whom leaving school
was not an option. These students, often referred to as “pushouts” (Fine, 1991), may
have been suspended or expelled from school with little choice in continuing their
education. Some leave out of pure despair and although not blatantly removed from
school roles by authorities, they have nonetheless been “pushed out” by an organization
that demonstrates little regard for what they might need to be successful (Gambetta,
1987; Rumberger, 1987; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986; Will, 1996). Well-intentioned
attendance policies that lead to automatic failure contribute to the process of
disengagement of students.
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“Push” factors from schools often result in students feeling generally alienated
and frustrated, describing school as a punishing environment where they do not feel a
sense of belonging. Safety issues are often a concern for students who may worry about
attacks and hostile behavior (Will, 1996).
In addition to the “push outs” we have yet another category of dropouts that are
considered the “pull outs.” “Pull” factors influencing dropouts are not uncommon and
often place the student in the role of choosing between education, and their family,
social, or cultural obligations. Valdivieso and Nicolau (1994, as cited in Will, 1996)
consider the impact of family expectations on females in Hispanic families as an example
of the “pull” factor at work. If the high school diploma is not seen as essential for
females in their roles as wives and mothers, the diminished importance of completion on
the part of the family is thought to influence outcomes for students. Pregnancy,
economic concerns demanding employment, and caring for other family members, are
additional examples of the “pull” that some students feel (Will, 1996).
Failure to bond or to develop an identification with the schooling process became
the basis for what is known as the Participation-Identification Model (Finn, 1989). As
emotional and physical withdrawal occurs over time and school becomes less
meaningful, so the decision to leave school becomes easier. Students not getting the
warmth and caring that they need from teachers are particularly vulnerable (Finn, 1989).
In interviews with Native American students who dropped out of school in
Montana, Coladarci (1983) reports the following five reasons cited by the students as
having influenced their decision to leave school:
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a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

the lack of relevance of the school curriculum both in terms of future
employment and native culture
The perceived insensitivity of teachers
The peer pressure to leave school
Having to remain in school for the full senior year when only needing a
few credits to graduate
Problems at home

While many reasons are theorized, there is agreement among researchers that
certain circumstances may be present but no one reason generally results in dropout
behavior. Most agree that the process of dropping out is a combination of factors over
time; all are left confounded by the fact that many students possessing all identified
“characteristics” will not drop out. Wehlage (1990) provides the following evidence
based on information on dropouts in the United States which appears to contradict
popular thought regarding dropout characteristics:
80% of students living in single parent homes do not drop out.
66% of all dropouts are white.
42% of all dropouts come from suburban high schools.
86% of all dropouts speaks English as their primary language.
71% of dropouts never repeated a grade in school.
We hypothesize a number of causes contributing to the dropout situation and
characterize dropouts in a variety of ways but one researcher’s cautious voice warns us
that we may be easily distracted from the problem at hand. Fine (1990) suggests that
focus on dropouts and students “at risk” masks the real problem facing today s youth.
Even with high school diplomas, finding work, housing, and community support, are
extraordinary challenges for low-income students of color. She states, The absence or
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presence of a high school diploma does not disrupt the much more encrusted structural
interdependencies of class, race/ethnicity, and gender inequities.”
The following U.S. Department of Labor data represents economic conditions of
young adults ages 22 to 34 in the United States in 1990 (Fine, 1990):
15 % of White men who have dropped out live in poverty.
28% of White women who have dropped out live in poverty.
37% of Black men who have dropped out live in poverty.
62% of Black women who have dropped out live in poverty.
31% of Black women who have graduated live in poverty.
We must be aware not to create yet another subculture of disadvantaged that we
can let become the “them” to be set apart from the “us.” The dropout problem may
become an “ideological diversion” that shifts the focus from the individuals to the
schools without addressing the political and economic structure of a society that
supports such a phenomenon (Fine, 1990).

Dropouts and Special Education
Another often overlooked population we need to consider is dropouts who may
have a disability or exhibit a special education need. According to McMillan (1991),
“The variety in policy and accounting makes it difficult to estimate the problem (dropout
problem) for special education” (p. 4). This statement supports the findings of Jay and
Padilla (1987).
The National Transition Study of Special Education Students (NLTS) reports a
dropout of 32% for the 1985-1986 and 1986-1987 school years for students with

36

learning disabilities. This rate falls slightly behind the rate of 40% for the same period
that was reported for students classified as emotionally disturbed (as cited in
Lichtenstein, 1993). These numbers are alarming in light of the nationally accepted rate
of 25% for the general population during that period.
Lichtenstein conducted a case study of four students with learning disabilities
who dropped out of high school in 1988. This study represents a sub-study of a research
project conducted by the US Department of Education Office of Special Education and
Rehabilitative Services (OSERS). The sub-study, particular to students with disabilities
was an attempt to understand the experiences of young adults as they moved through
high school and into the adult world.
The sample of four (two males and two females) were identified as learning
disabled as early as elementary school and had participated in mainstream education.
Each participant was identified as middle class and no information on race was provided.
Three of the students dropped out at age 16 and the fourth at age 18. Each student
attended a different high school. Three of the high schools did not have specific
graduation requirements for students with disabilities (they were expected to meet
standard graduation requirements for the school) and one high school awarded a diploma
to students based on successful completion of the goals of his Individual Education Plan
(IEP) during his senior year.
Interviews were conducted every six months over a two- year period. Additional
data was collected by a single interview with one parent of each student, friends, school
staff, and students’ employers.
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Review of data indicated similar backgrounds in each of the four students. Each
came from a single-parent home with a mother who worked full time. None of the four
parents assumed an advocacy role and all were rather unaware of their child’s rights as
guaranteed by special education law. Each of the four students viewed life outside of
school as less stressful and talked about being more anxious when they were in school.
All consistently reported not feeling heard or valued in school. In spite of their dropout
status all four participants were able to seek employment, maintain a social life, and in
some cases continue career exploration outside of school (Lichtenstein, 1993).
This study is valuable. A simply designed case study, it illustrates common
themes revealed by four dropouts with learning disabilities. Data suggests the interviews
flowed freely and each participant appeared to determine the direction they would take
the interview: evident in the variety of probing questions throughout the interview. This
technique appeared successful in getting students to open up. This study provides an
interesting perspective to research that indicates how students experience negative
feelings when they drop out. At least at the time of the study, students experienced
relief.
When we consider this in light of Fine’s work (1986) we see similarities,
supporting the notion that students are leaving to free themselves of an oppressive and
sometimes uncaring environment. What may be interpreted as giving up may actually be
an exercise in regaining some control in their life. A follow-up study to determine if
students continued to feel relief after time passed could have added a valuable dimension
to this study. This study also indicates minimal parental involvement which could be a
reason why students did not experience negative feelings when dropping out. Perhaps
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students who experience negative feelings do so in part because of the conflict it creates
when parents are invested in their education and opposed to their decision to leave
school. A more thorough investigation of parental attitudes toward education and
graduation might have provided helpful information. It is possible that the decision to
leave school is made more freely when parental involvement is less present.
Interested in comparing data on employment of students with disabilities who
dropped out, Karpinski (1992) conducted a study in the mid-Atlantic area. The district
enrolled 6300 students, 12% identified as disabled. Ninety-nine students and former
students were identified as potential participants. Fifty-nine were high school graduates
and 40 had dropped out between 1986 and 1988. All were classified as disabled.
Eighty-six individuals participated in the study (52 graduates, 34 dropouts).
Demographic characteristics are as follows:
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics

Graduates
Male
Female
Caucasian
Black
Other
Learning Disabled
Mentally Retarded
Emotionally Maladjusted

Dropouts
65%
35%
53%
44%
3%
50%
30%
21%

60%
40%
50%
48%
2%
71%
23%
6%

(Karpinski, 1992, p. 378)
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Surveys were administered to all participants. Different surveys were given to
graduates and dropouts. Half of the participants were interviewed in person and the
other half were interviewed by telephone. This method makes data less reliable.
Personal interviews are more apt to provide more personal insight that cannot be gleaned
through telephone interviews because body language, as well as what is spoken (and
unspoken), are important components of an interview that can be compromised in a
telephone interview. Participants were paid a small stipend and two interviews were
required. School records, including IEP’s and disability information, were reviewed.
Findings indicate that both graduates and dropouts averaged approximately eight
years in special education. The majority entered special education in Grade Four. The
school offered sue diploma tracks. Dropouts were more frequently in the general track
while graduates appeared more often in the vocational track. Fifty percent of the
dropouts were identified as learning disabled. This is not surprising considering the data
in this study indicate that dropouts are primarily in the general track. Learning disabled
students are often quite bright and placement in a general track would certainly provide a
less than stimulating school experience for these students. Attendance problem was the
most frequently cited reason for dropping out (38%), only slightly leading a response of
“no reason” (p.380) given by 32% of the dropouts. The fact that 32% of the students
interviewed did not provide reasons for dropping out might indicate an ineffective
interview process. A “no reason” response could indicate apathy, resistance to
participation, or be a manifestation of a belief that no one really cares about the reason
so why bother.
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Since the primary focus of this study was employment, it is worthwhile to note
that both dropouts and non-dropouts experienced equal employment opportunities and
equivalent wages. This study again raises the question of the value of a high school
diploma. This study is limited by not having any non-special education students in the
sample to determine whether special education student outcomes are similar or different
than outcomes for more typical high school students.
While interesting, I do not believe this study leads to a clearer understanding of
why students elected a particular course of action. It is more useful as a report of
outcomes but one would need more data regarding why none of the students with
disabilities were in college prep or commercial courses. Given this fact, the outcome
may be blatantly predictable. While dropouts with disabilities may have characteristics
and experiences similar to non-disabled dropouts, a great deal more research is needed in
this area to determine the specific impact of a disability on a student’s decision to drop
out.

Summary
There is little agreement regarding definitions of a dropout or methods of
computing dropout data and little standardization of the process of counting dropouts.
Dropout data, extensive in nature, focuses on the characteristics of dropouts, school
issues relevant to dropouts, and social-political issues that may contribute to the dropout
rate.
Family structure, race/ethmcity, culture, socio-economic status and parent
education are often cited when discussing high school dropouts. Students of color,
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particularly students who are Black or Hispanic are considered more likely to become
dropouts than White students. Living in a family of lower socio-economic status and
having a parent who dropped out of high school have also been identified as contributing
to dropping out. Having a disability may increase the risk of dropping out due to being
misplaced in school or not feeling connected to the school environment.
Tracking or grouping (often resulting in racial disproportionality), combined with
cultural stereotyping and lack of relevance in curriculum, are dropout reasons frequently
cited in literature. The need for personal connections between students and teachers and
curriculum that is linked to tangible outcomes for students are well documented but may
still be lacking in many school environments.
Social-political issues such as de-valued diplomas, lack of meaningful
opportunities for students after high school, minorities that feel subordinated and a
system that expounds equal education but often results in unequal outcomes are perhaps
the most compelling issues facing dropouts. Landmark studies, such as Michelle Fine’s
study of CHS in 1985, produce all the data needed for a wake-up call but some 13 years
later, little has changed.
This review of literature spans decades, resonates commonly accepted themes,
and stretches finally to the social and political realities of the world we live in. The
awareness that we haven’t come that far humbles me as an educator and inspires me as a
researcher.
Bloch (1991) provides a simple but realistic foundation upon which educators
and researchers might build their observations. She encourages us to
Develop a commonly accepted definition of a dropout

42

Improve methods of pupil accounting
Separate causes and identifiers of “at-risk” behavior
Analyze the relevance of the questions asked about “at-risk” youth
Engage in active institutional self- examination.
In this study, I will attempt to bring meaning to the dropout experience by giving
voice to individual dropouts. While we cannot control the many risk factors that
contribute to dropping out, it is important to understand why students who have few
known risk factors continue to leave high school. Explaining dropouts by characteristics
over which they have no control such as race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, and
disability does little to inform the institutional change that may be essential to stem the
flow of dropouts from America’s high schools. Understanding the dropout experience,
from the individual dropout perspective, may provide insight into interventions and
reform that might alter the course for future students.
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CHAPTER 3

METHOD

In this study I examined the meaning of “dropping out” as it applied to students
who left typical high school and considered factors that led to the individual’s decision to
drop out.

Research Questions
This study was designed to answer the following questions:
1.

How does the participant define dropout and how does the definition
apply to the individual?

2.

How has the personal and family history of the participant contributed to
the decision to leave school?

3.

What did the decision to leave school mean to the participant?

4.

How did the culture of the school influence the participant’s dropping
out?

Research Site
The research site, an area northwest of Chicago, was settled by German and
Norwegian families and for many years remained a predominant agricultural community.
The high school (referred to in this study as Northwest High, a pseudonym) the
participants attended prior to dropping out is a regional facility serving approximately
1700 students in Grades 9 through 12. School attendance has remained constant at 9293% over the past five years, similar to attendance records across the state. Per pupil
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expenditure at Northwest High was S6367 in 1995, slightly higher than the state average
of $5922 that same year.
Student data in terms of racial/ethnic composition, socio-economic status,
dropout and truancy rates and graduation rates is represented in the following tables.

Table 2
1997 Race/Ethnicity Comparison of Northwest High to State
Race/Ethnicitv

Northwest High

Statewide

White

96.7

63.3

Black

1.0

20.6

Hispanic

0.9

12.8

Asian

0.5

3.1

Note. Values represent percentage of students

Table 3
Low Income Comparison of Northwest High to State
Northwest High

State

1993

0.0

30.3

1995

3.4

34.0

1997

3.0

35.7

Year

Note. Values represent percentage of students.
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Table 4
Chronic Truancy Rates Comparison of Northwest High to State
Year

Northwest Hieh

State

1993

1.5

2.2

1995

2.3

2.4

1997

3.0

2.3

Note: Value represents percentage of students

Table 5
Dropout Rate Comparison of Northwest High to State
Northwest Hieh

State

1993

2.4

6.2

1995

2.2

6.8

1997

1.6

6.4

Year

Note: Value represents percentage of students

Table 6
Graduation Rate Comparison of Northwest High to State
Northwest Hieh

State

1993

94.8

91.4

1995

92.4

80.7

1997

89.9

81.6

Year

Note. Value represents percentage of students
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Northwest High is primarily homogeneous in staffing with 98% of the staff
reported as White and 2% Hispanic. Of the 83 staff members, 45.8% are female and
54.2% are male. More than 50% of the staff have Masters degrees or above and the
average teaching experience of staff is 12.9 years.
In spite of what appears to be a low drop-out rate compared to state percentages,
the District Superintendent responsible for Northwest High is alarmed that the rate is as
high as it is. Concerned with addressing the dropout issue, the Superintendent engaged
in dialogue with a faculty member at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst,
Massachusetts in hope of finding a way to study the dropout issue at Northwest High.
This study was conceived in response to the Superintendent’s concern. In a preliminary
conversation with this researcher in 1997 the Superintendent referred to the dropout
situation at Northwest as a “growing cancer.”

Data Collection
The primary method of inquiry was naturalistic with qualitative data collection.
This method was selected because of its adaptability to the “multiple realities” that
surface as a result of the participants’ construction of realities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.
41). The inductive design leaves the researcher open to exploring evolving patterns
based on specific observations and individual interviews (Patton, 1990).
A pilot study conducted in 1997 provided an opportunity for this researcher to
examine her bias regarding the subject matter and to field test research questions. Data
collection methods of observation in the environment resulting in field notes and
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individual student interviews using open-ended questions yielded significant information
and were replicated in this study.

Participants
Purposeful sampling methods (Patton, 1990, p.l 12) were employed and in-depth
interviews conducted with a sample of twelve students of Northwest High who were
considered dropouts. The participants were identified by Northwest High staff and
contacted by a letter from this researcher inviting participation. Parental consent for
participation was required for participants under the age of 18. It was anticipated that a
sample of twelve to fourteen participants would yield at least a minimum of ten
participants willing to follow through by completing an interview. Twelve participants
actually followed through with interviews. For the purpose of this study, a dropout will
mean a former student of Northwest High who did not transfer to another institution and
left high school prior to his/her predicted graduation date. Interviews were one to one
and one half- hours in length.
The study was designed to include participants who are (1) White; (2) living in
two parent homes up to and including the time school leaving occurred; (3) of average
socio-economic status based on the norms of the community; (4) enrolled in Northwest
High each year that they attended high school; and (6) native English speakers. All
variables except that of a two-parent home were present in all participants and up until
the time of the interviews the fact that some participants no longer lived with both
parents was unknown to the Northwest school administrator that provided data for
participant selection.
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Purposeful sampling was employed because this researcher hoped to discover
reasons that students drop out of school that are not as well documented in literature.
Understanding that race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, single-parent families, and
family education are known to play a role in dropout studies, it is also possible that other
more subtle reasons that students might experience alienation from school exist for
students that are not typically placed in “at-risk” groups. We already know that being
Black or Hispanic, having low socio-economic status, and living with a single parent,
puts a student at greater risk for dropping out of school. But these factors, intrinsic to
the individual and his/her life experiences, do not help us understand the responsibility of
the school in the dropout situation. By not including students with known risk factors in
the sample, it was hoped that other issues might emerge that explain alienation and
estrangement from school.

Interviews
Individual interviews were conducted with each participant. Interview questions
focused on the former student’s school experiences, family and growing up experiences,
first thoughts about leaving school, family responses to the decision to leave school,
people perceived as caring in the school environment, and perceptions of their lives three
years past the time of the interview.
Interview questions, piloted by this researcher in a 1997 study were designed to
be open-ended in the hope of engaging participants in dialog about their individual
experiences as well as their perception of their family s responses. Questions were
deliberately ordered in a manner that allowed the participant to begin reflecting on their
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early life experiences and move through their drop-out experience to a dialogue that
included future plans.
Interviews were held at Northwest High after regular school hours, in the
Northwest Town Library, and in other community sites in Northwest. Participants were
given choices regarding locations for interviews based on the need to provide a site that
felt comfortable and safe to the participant.
Interview questions are as follows:
1.

Describe your family and growing up experiences.

2.

What were your high school experiences like?

3.

When did you first think about leaving school?

4.

Are you comfortable with your decision to leave school?

5.

How does your family feel about your decision to leave school?

6.

Is there anything you would change about school if you had the power to
do so?

7.

Who cared the most about you in school?

8.

Where do you see yourself three years from now?

All interviews were audio-taped and transcribed. Data was analyzed using cross¬
case analysis (Patton, 1990) based on the eight open-ended questions asked to each
participant. Individual participant responses were grouped in hopes of recognizing
themes.
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Field Notes
Field notes of observations were converted to systematic categories for the
purpose of determining “recurring regularities” (Guba, 1978). The field notes were
organized in a three-column format. The first column, labeled Date, Time, and Place is
followed by a second column labeled Observations, and a third column labeled
Impressions. This format allowed the researcher to record specific observations in the
environment as well as provide anecdotal information regarding how the researcher
perceived observations at a particular time. This structure of field notes was valuable in
later describing the environment of Northwest High as well as serving as a written
chronology of observations and impressions that took on new meaning as the study
progressed.
Trustworthiness
Member Checking
Member checks (Guba, 1978), a process of reviewing interview data with
participants was employed as an attempt to insure that the researcher had “captured the
data as constructed by the informants” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 236).
Member checking was done during each interview by re-stating some of the
participant’s responses for clarification. On the day following each interview a brief
summary of the interview, with specific aspects highlighted, was discussed with each
participant to determine the accuracy of information gathered and allow participants to
%

determine if their meanings were conveyed.
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Peer Debriefing
Peer debriefing, a process used to establish credibility ( Lincoln & Guba, p. 308)
was conducted with a friend and colleague of the researcher. The peer debriefer held no
stake in the outcome of the study and was used by the researcher to point out areas
where clarification was needed and to assist the researcher in evaluating areas where
personal bias may have played a role in data interpretation. Weekly meetings between
the researcher and debriefer were held during the period of time immediately following
data collection through the conclusion of the study.
Triangulation
Interview data was subject to triangulation, using another source to validate data
( Lincoln & Guba, p. 283). Data related to school environment was supported by
observations in the school and school documents. Interviews with one parent of each of
two participants were conducted. These interviews were held as an additional attempt to
validate information related to the early life of the participant and the parent’s response
to their child’s decision to leave school.

Comments
Students who are not typically identified as being at risk for dropping out may
inform the study of dropouts by providing information about more subtle risk factors that
may not be recognized in educational settings. If we can truly listen to dropouts and
understand their reasons for dropping out it is possible that we will recognize other
potential dropouts and perhaps create school and community environments that support
students who disconnect from high school.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Introduction
The intent of this study is to understand the reasons that a select group of
students dropped out of traditional high school. Purposeful sampling was used in the
design of this study to eliminate variables that are frequently in drop-out literature such
as race, ethnicity, poverty, and single-parent homes (Rumberger, 1983). Excepting the
variable of a single-parent household all other variables were present in all participants.
All participants are Caucasian, European descent, and not considered poor by federal
standards. Although criteria for selection of participants was sent to a Northwest High
administrator and specified that participants should live in a two-parent home, four of the
twelve participants did not fit this criterion. Of the four, three live with their mothers
and one with his grandmother. In light of the content and findings of this study it is
%

particularly interesting that at the outset of this project school officials were either
unaware of the living situations of the dropouts or chose not to consider this variable in
their selection process.

In spite of this information which came to light when I arrived, I

made the decision to include all identified participants because of their enthusiasm about
the opportunity to tell their stories.
This study addresses the shared experiences of twelve participants (with
supporting documentation from parents and school personnel) as these experiences relate
to their school leavings. This study is not intended to be an in-depth case study of any
single participant. While any given individual may make life decisions based on a specific
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set of individual circumstances, the value of this study lies in the collective attitudes and
feelings of a group of young adults who came together around the common circumstance
of their departure from Northwest High.

Culture and Climate of Northwest High
To understand the experiences of the students who left Northwest High School it
is critical to understand the culture of the community and of the high school. A
sprawling, well-maintained facility, Northwest High is situated in a small town that
intrudes on the vast expanse of checkered-patterned wheat fields in America’s Heartland.
New housing developments, appearing as rapidly as tulips in spring, provide a stark
contrast to siloed farms that once rose alone on a landscape that appears to reach to the
end of the earth.
Northwest High sits in a town whose central section boasts an A&P
Supermarket, a post office with a western facade, a smattering of municipal buildings
and assorted antique shops. Founded in 1835, the town of Northwest has a proud
historical tradition.

Beyond the business section, residential streets are lined with

historic limestone homes mingling with 1950-style split-levels and ranches. The actual
name of Northwest High is derived from the Native American (“Indian” in Northwest)
wife of one of Northwest’s founders.
The school was originally designed to house fewer than one thousand students
and has recently undergone expansion to absorb a growing high school population. Due
to the merging of the old school with the new addition it is difficult to find the central
core of Northwest High and in some ways the building stands in stark contrast to the
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environmental order outside its gates. Hallways are arranged from east to west in the
single story “old school” contrasted with the north-south orientation of the new multi¬
story addition. The main entrance to the building is actually at the back and accessed by
the parking areas. A large gathering area is the first point of entrance and provides the
division between the auditorium area, the administrative wing housing the
Superintendent and his administrative staff, and the actual high school.
Northwest High is a school steeped in tradition. The trophy- lined athletic
corridor, complete with a “Spirit Shack” selling school spirit paraphernalia, exemplifies
the pride of a school that has produced generations of fine athletes. Eleven sports teams
for males and nine for females, in addition to cheerleaders and two drill teams (the Flags
and the Poms), provide ample opportunity for athletic participation for approximately
1000 of the 1700 students. The huge logo of a Native American in full head-dress
poised over the entrance to the building and the display board entitled “Lady Indians” in
honor of female athletes serve as clear reminders that this is an environment that holds
tradition sacred. Each Friday at Northwest is designated as “spirit day,” and the
Northwest Indian logo is sported on purple and gold sweatshirts, sweaters, and
windbreakers worn by a variety of students and staff, including the high school principal.
Homecoming activities, the special assignment of senior lockers, and the designation of a
senior lunch period are among other traditions valued at Northwest High.
Another tradition, far less public, but nonetheless important is alcohol
consumption. The participants in this study and other students interviewed throughout
days spent at Northwest High describe it as an accepted recreational activity of choice at
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any one of the several weekend parties frequently held and related that Mondays and
Tuesdays are known as “hangover days.” As one Northwest student stated
The weekends are full board (drinking). I’ve seen friends come home just
plastered, night after night, even weekdays. I know one kid that’s really
popular here, on the football team, who binge drank for 146 days. It was
his goal. (1999)
Another student’s response shed a bit of light on student motivation for alcohol use as he
stated
Well, there’s parties everywhere. Either there’s a lot of parties every
weekend and there’s parties on the week nights too. The families go out
of town. But that’s the way teenagers get their emotions out, if you
know what I’m saying. They’re cooped up in school all week. They got
the weekend to lay it out. The weekends are for lounging and having fun
and the way the teenagers around here have fun is they go to parties and
they get drunk or stoned or whatever. Me, I haven’t been to a party in a
long time. I don’t really choose to go because I don’t know why. Some
of the people I don’t like being around and maybe it is that I might get
really messed up and they might see actually see who I actually am. I
write poetry. I am real nice to people, but that’s deep down inside, but
I’ve got a rough exterior that everybody sees, and I go through life like
that and I don’t really want the rough exterior. I want them to see me for
who I am, not to see the person that they see all the time or what people
say about me or anything like that. They don’t know who I am. They
haven’t been in my shoes and don’t know exactly who I am (Bob, 1999).
Alcohol was frequently described by these students as an acceptable escape, an activity
that parents model and children emulate. Expressing concern about alcohol as the
largest problem facing students, the Athletic Director spoke of plans for random alcohol
testing next school year: “Parents aren’t worried because it’s just alcohol. They are glad
it’s not drugs. Some even buy it (alcohol) for their kids (1999).”
The high school principal underscores this belief by indicating that parents do not
appear to see alcohol use as a problem but that a very different attitude exists about
marijuana and other drugs. A “ kids will be kids” response to alcohol use appears to
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prevail among parents and students. One group of students reported that 85% of the
student body engages in alcohol consumption; conversations in the high school cafeteria
related to alcohol use and abuse are frequent and of a casual, “no-problem” nature.
Some who tell stories of drinking escapades speak of parents as purchasers, a
continuation of a ritual present for many years in the Northwest community. Others
speak of easy access to alcohol in the community.
There are a lot of people around here that I don’t know that make fake
ID’s. Everybody has a fake ID, and it’s like you know the people at the
bar. You have a friend that knows a friend and you meet the friend then
the bartender serves you, just because he knows you. (Nancy, 1999).
The known and anticipated effects of alcohol seem comfortable to many in this
well-established community while “drugs” are viewed as frightening as an undesirable
intruder that might sneak into town in the middle of the night and steal a sleepy
adolescent out of his bed while unsuspecting parents sip martinis in their living room.
Change occurs slowly at Northwest High. An individual well suited to provide a
perspective on this challenge is the high school principal. Recently hired with significant
expertise in the area of block scheduling, he spoke of his own frustration in trying to
implement this type of schedule. His frustration was better understood when a parent at
a school board meeting likened block scheduling to the whole language movement and
reinforced the need for the school to adopt a “back to basics” philosophy. His statement,
“What was good for us is what will be good for our children” illuminates the obstacle of
community attitude that needs to be overcome in order to move ahead with school
reform at Northwest. Not to be envied is the work ahead for a progressive
Superintendent who is contemplating examination of a year-round school schedule.
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The candor of the building principal is particularly commendable as he willingly
articulated his feelings regarding the success of “the bright and the beautifiil” students in
the school community in contrast to his concern for the population of other students who
“slip through the cracks.” Stating, “It’s expensive to participate in activities at
Northwest High,” he spoke of families making significant financial sacrifices to give their
children everything possible to avoid the appearance of being different from the norm.
Socio-economic status is a value of the Northwest community. A student parking lot
where students are assessed a $50.00 annual fee to park boasts late model autos and
sports utility vehicles and is but one indicator of the relative wealth enjoyed by a
significant portion of the student body.
An actual assessment of the wealth of the area is difficult to determine since
students attending Northwest live in several surrounding communities. In the actual
town of Northwest the average household income was $53,210 in 1997, with 57.54% of
employed adults identified as working in “white collar occupations” (Northwest
Socioeconomic Report, 1997).
While economic status is clearly of great importance in the Northwest culture,
educational status does not appear to be as highly valued in the community. This fact is
illustrated in numerous conversations with the broader student population who expressed
no higher educational aspirations than to attend the local community college. In fact,
one English teacher commented that typically only children of Northwest High faculty
venture far from home to attend college (field notes, 1999).
Northwest has an established identity as an excellent educational environment as
evidenced by a strong college preparatory program that boasts 9 Advanced Placement
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Courses. Although one might believe it to be a school where all achieve a level of
academic excellence, the reality is that the ACT composite scores of students from
Northwest were only 23.4 in 1998 compared with a state average score of 23.1.
Generations of families have graduated from Northwest, and several staff members as
well as the current superintendent are former students. In spite of apparent educational
pride the town of Northwest only reports 19.2% of its population as being college
graduates. Throughout the days at Northwest it became clear that the attainment of
socio-economic status is a value held dearer than that of education for its own sake.
Perhaps it is the pride that has evolved over several generations that leads to the
community’s investment in keeping Northwest safe from “undesirable outside influences”
(Security Staff, 1999). When asked specifically what form the threats from the outside
might represent, the security staff person made reference to the problems related to race,
drugs, and crime in a more urban system not far from Northwest.
Of striking note are the extensive resources committed to issues of security. The
initial approach to the parking lot houses a security guard in a gatehouse; at the one
unlocked entrance to the building another security employee has visitors sign in at her
table. Four Assistant Principals with considerable responsibility for discipline, the
existence of an on-site policeman, multiple security personnel patrolling halls with hand¬
held radios, and computerized identification cards hanging from cords around students’
necks underscore the school’s commitment to safety and accountability. What threat
warrants such careful attention? Student responses to heightened security range from
complacency to criticism and talk of paranoia among the adults. As one student stated
when commenting on the intensive security arrangements, “We’re not an inner city. This
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school is so safe.” It is difficult to understand initially why an institution so thoughtfully
designed and carefully constructed cannot provide a safe haven for all students.
Well protected from outsiders, some students at Northwest expressed their
discomfort being inside its walls. Frequent references to cliques, groups of students
perceived as popular and powerful, dominated dialogue. These homogenous cliques
were typically associated with athletic prowess, chic clothing, and affluent socio¬
economic status. Their very homogeneity obviously led to the exclusion of some
students who were not athletic, fashionable, and wealthy. As one student who perceived
herself on the “outside” stated
People think they are better than everyone else. When I went to
Pennsylvania, I went there for four months and I didn’t want to come
back. People there were dirt poor.... I don’t know, nobody was really
better than anyone else. There would be some people with money but
they didn’t flaunt it. (Cody, 1999)
The academic climate of Northwest High has some interesting features which
affect all students. Northwest offers a broad curriculum that is primarily college
preparatory. Large class sizes (often 33 students) are the norm. An apparent lack of
individualization surfaced as an on-going concern of several students. “I think that the
teachers, they teach the way that either they learned best or that the most, the majority of
kids learn best. And I don’t learn very well the way everyone else does. So ...” (Sam,
1999).
Northwest High School’s Mission Statement is typical of most high schools in
the U.S. today. “The mission of the Northwest Community High School District is to
promote opportunities for each student to develop lifelong academic, technical, and
social skills essential for quality citizenship.” It is of interest that in spite of a lofty
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commitment to social and academic success for all, some students appear to be
precluded from that success by the social and academic environments.

Students who Dropped Out of Northwest High School
The twelve students who agreed to be interviewed were diverse in their
backgrounds and experiences but shared the common characteristic of being
unsuccessful at Northwest. Ranging in age from sixteen to nineteen, they left Northwest
High at various times in their high school careers.
Generous with their time, the students who dropped out of Northwest appeared
grateful for an opportunity to be heard, and some expressed surprise that someone might
be interested in their stories. There was a passivity about this group, non-judgmental and
somewhat accepting of the fact that their school careers had taken the path they had. Of
particular note was the fact that this group of Midwestern students presented so
differently than a group of early school-leavers in a pilot study conducted in
Massachusetts in 1996. While the Massachusetts students talked of feeling oppressed in
their school environment and having “no school voice” (Seppala, 1996), the Northwest
students appeared more willing to accept their educational plights as having to do more
with their personal issues than with perceived institutional shortcomings. “It’s just the
way it is” (Christine, 1999 ) seemed to epitomize the attitude of the Northwest students
who had dropped out. They were quick to assign self-blame for failure to be successful
in a school that was apparently working so well for so many. What could have been
misinterpreted as apathy clearly was much more an acceptance of their fates. When one
student who experienced repeated failure was asked if accommodations or modifications

61

in curriculum might have helped, he responded, “I don’t think it would be very fair for
me being the only one that was able to do it that way. That’s kind of lowering the
standard and I don’t think that’s fair. I mean if I can’t pass it, I just can’t pass it” (Sam,
1999).
The majority of students who left Northwest High did not consider themselves
“dropouts.” Of the twelve identified as participants in this study, ten students, with the
goal of eventually graduating, had re-enrolled in an evening program that is frequently
referred to as the Alternative Program and is sponsored by Northwest High. For this
reason these participants will at times be referred to as “alternative students” but the act
of leaving traditional day school will be referred to as dropping out or school leaving.
The only participants not enrolled in the evening program are Bob and Sam. Bob
dropped out of Northwest High during the Fall of 1998 and re-enrolled in Northwest on
the day of his interview in January of 1999. A vibrant and engaging young man Bob
presented with somewhat frenetic energy. He was happy to be back in day school and
interested in telling his story.
Describing himself as a “colicky baby,” Bob, now 18, spoke with animation of his
early childhood as he remembered episodes of being locked in his room because his
persistent crying annoyed his father. When he was about three years old, his mother
divorced and shortly thereafter married Bob’s stepfather. Bob’s stepfather had one son
at the time of the marriage, and after the marriage Bob’s mother and stepfather had
another son. Bob related that he did not like his stepfather and spoke of growing-up
years fraught with arguments and physical violence: “I didn’t listen to my step-dad and
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he like used to beat me once in a while. Like you know what I mean, throw me up
against the wall” (Bob, 1999).
Bob believed he was a difficult child for his parents and teachers and commented
that multiple problems such as Attention Deficit Disorder, hyperactivity, and depression
marked his childhood and adolescence. Bob attributed his problems to a chemical
imbalance. Relating to this imbalance, he spoke of times when his hands and feet
“sweated” and of his inability to stay focused for any sustained period. When asked
how he managed his life with these difficulties, Bob stated, “I closed myself in my room
a lot.”
Bob’s mother and stepfather moved frequently, and Bob attended four different
schools before coming to Northwest for his sophomore year. He recalled having been a
fairly good student in earlier years but indicated that his grades started falling during his
junior year. Bob’s transcript, rife with D’s and F’s, documented this decline. At age 15
Bob moved to his biological father’s house because he “couldn’t put up with his step¬
father’s crap.” Although the move resulted in less daily conflict, Bob found little relief
from the other problems he faced. He described his emotions as “overbearing” and
talked of spontaneous crying and a frequent need to go off and be alone. When asked if
he spoke to anyone about his difficulties, he responded
Well, not really. I talked to my uncle. He’s got a chemical imbalance,
and he thinks I do the things I do because of all the things I’ve had. It’s
like I live through other people and if I make them happy, I make myself
happy. And that’s the only way I like to live because it’s the way I see
myself. I don’t see myself as a real person. I see myself living through
other people and that makes me happy. If they’re not happy. I’m not
exactly happy. I’m happy I’m here but, you know what I mean, if they re
happy I’m even happier. (1999)
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Bob attributed his personal insight to the fact that he had studied psychology in
high school. He said he is the type of person that other students come to for advice, and
he believes that he gives them good advice, but can’t seem to give himself good advice.
Citing examples of poor decisions, he spoke of his arrest for possession of marijuana in
the seventh grade, his frequent drinking, and chronic cigarette smoking. Bob left school
as a way to escape some of the conflict in his life caused by truancy and rule breaking.
However, he later became unhappy with his decision and returned to Northwest.
Sam, a young man employed full time in the local supermarket, was identified as
a “dropout” during an interview with the manager of the market. Sam agreed to be
interviewed and arrived at the market early the following day and participated in an
interview before his shift began. Sam lives at home with his mother, father, and two
brothers. His family has moved a great deal but settled in the Northwest community six
years ago because t4they thought it would be a good place to raise children” (1999
transcript, Sam). Sam portrayed himself as somewhat of a loner, living his life more
isolated from high school peers. He spoke of reading, watching television, computer
programming, and church activities as ways to keep himself occupied. Being the only
participant who called himself a dropout, Sam left high school at the end of his senior
year, one English course short of receiving his diploma. With his subdued affect and
unimposing presence, Sam was like the Will Hunting of the supermarket, his brilliance
well camouflaged in the starched white coat of the deli counter. Despite a high school
transcript boasting AP Calculus and Physics, and his near perfect ACT scores, he was
content to maintain a low profile far removed from the world of academics.
Successfully disguising his keen intellect, to the point of being described by his manager
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as having possibly been in special education, Sam shared his delight at being the
clandestine computer repair-person in the market when equipment failure occurred. For
Sam, a high school diploma holds little value. He talked of possibly getting a GED but
did not feel the need to do so at this point. Neither did he consider returning to school
to secure the missing English course as a particularly desirable option. With enough
money to pay for his car and a minimal rent payment to his parents, he no longer sees the
need for his diploma. Yet Sam is a lifelong learner, reading what he called Middle Age
literature and books from the 1800s. Of his school experiences, he states
A lot of the stuff that I learned, I didn’t learn in school, like a lot of the
math, I learned it myself. A lot of the stuff, it comes naturally to me.
Like with some of the math, my teachers would think that I would cheat
because I wouldn’t write down work on my tests. I told them that I
could do it in my head and they couldn’t so.... like some of the calculus
stuff I can just kind of sit there and look at it and figure out the answer.
A lot of the stuff comes naturally to me. I don’t like to do homework
because you have to do it over and over and it gets boring. A lot of
people have to do things more than once and usually if I can do
something once or twice then I can figure it out. (1999)
Accounting for his repeated failure of high school English classes, Sam (who
preferred the more analytical challenges of math and science) talked about his struggle
with writing. Regarding writing, he stated that teachers felt there were things he could
do that he was relatively certain he could not do, and he believed his teachers thought
him lazy. Sam’s perfectionistic qualities surfaced when he described avoiding things that
he knew he couldn’t do well and preferring not to do anything rather than do it poorly.
Unable to complete writing assignments, an exercise he saw as futile, he accumulated
failing grades, thus requiring a doubling up on English courses during his junior year. In
an effort to overcome his credit deficiency, Sam enrolled in AP English as a senior, and,
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when he did not encounter success, he returned for an additional semester beyond senior
year to try his hand with British Literature. Experiencing yet another failure, Sam
decided not to return to school at the end of the semester. When questioned about a
potential learning disability accounting for his lack of success in completing written
work, Sam was confused and indicated that he couldn’t recall anyone ever talking about
anything like that.
The ten students who enrolled in the Alternative Program shared the common
goal of wanting to graduate from high school but arrived at the alternative setting from a
diversity of lives and experiences. They each demonstrated personal resiliency and
maintained a sense of self-preservation in spite of tremendous obstacles.
Vanessa was a clear example of a young woman who maintained a dream in spite
of the fact that she did not really know if she would graduate from high school.
Growing up in Northwest with her mother, father, and older sister, Vanessa went to
elementary school right across the street from Northwest High. She spoke of
experiencing family problems her “whole life” because of her parents’ alcoholism.
My parents, they drink a lot and it’s been throughout my whole life that
they go out and drink and mingle with people. And then when we got
our licenses, me and my sister, they would call us from bars at 2 a.m. to
pick them up and stuff. (Vanessa, 1999)
Vanessa entered Northwest in the ninth grade (which she recalls as being quite
difficult) and continued at Northwest, frequently repeating failed courses, until she was
18 years old and half-way through her junior year. She left school at that point because,
unable to bear her home situation, she ran away. “I just got sick of it one day and ran
away and that’s why I was gone from school” (Vanessa, 1999). Upon her return to
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Northwest, she re-enrolled in high school and moved into a rented room. However, she
was unable to maintain a full-time job and attend school and, because of financial
difficulty, had to move back in with her family. Teary-eyed, she spoke of continued
turmoil in her home, her mother’s repeated arrests for driving under the influence
(eventually leading to the loss of her driver’s license), her sister’s constant fighting with
her parents, and her parent’s constant retreat to the local bar. Light complexioned,
blonde-haired, and blue eyed, Vanessa kept a hand up to_her face as she related the
experience of being in an automobile accident just a month before this interview:
We were going through the intersection and some guy turned. There was
one of those turn signal lights like with arrows and then it must have
turned red and then he just went for it because there was a car in front of
him too. And the light turned green about 30 or 40 feet before we got to
the light. My boyfriend was driving and he slowed down a little bit, and
he kept on going because he didn’t see the guy on the side. And then all
of a sudden he saw him and he tried to turn away. And then he hit the
side of us and he hit a pole. (Vanessa, 1999)
Her hand covered a significant scar resulting from her recent facial re-constructive
surgery. Self-conscious about her appearance, she believed she was no longer attractive.
Her looks were just one of Vanessa’s perceived losses. Others included the loss of what
she considered a “normal family” and the loss of sports in her life. Relating earlier
experiences on All-Star softball teams, she spoke of her disappointment at being unable
to play any school sports because of her poor grades.
Although clearly upset about her physical appearance, when Vanessa began to
speak about her dream of becoming a zoologist, her hand dropped from a face that was
suddenly as bright and soft as the coat of a snowy ermine. It was as if a curtain of
despair lifted from this sensitive and very sad young woman.
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Another participant illustrates personal resilience and the diverse paths by which
students arrive in the alternative setting. Cody grew up in Northwest experiencing a
joyous elementary and middle school education. A basketball and volleyball star, she
spoke of her frequent MVP awards as well as her position as captain of the cheerleading
squad: “I was all of it. Everything” (Cody, 1999).
Cody maintained her productive and accomplished status until she was half-way
through her eighth grade year. She described her decline as being tied to a change in her
peer group that followed a significant change in her family structure.
It all started with a little Brady Bunch family ... dinner at six, dessert
afterwards. My mom started having an affair with a fat, drunk, bald,
toothless guy who has no job and lives with his mom. So, mom and dad .
.. that went on for about two years like my mom leaving. My mom
always left. She was always the person to leave: she’d take off, whatever.
Then they finally got a divorce. She’s had a couple of boyfriends. We’d
been living in the same house. Things had gotten pretty bad between my
mom and I so I moved to Pennsylvania with my dad (1999).
Cody and her new friends began to experiment with smoking, drugs, and dressing
differently. In fact, the first day she entered Northwest High she skipped school with
these older more exciting friends. In her own words.
Skipping is very exciting. Even though, I won’t say I was a young kid or
anything, but when I got to the high school I finally realized that hey, I
don’t have to be here. I don’t have to do what everybody tells me. I can
do whatever I want to and nobody can stop me. Because at (name of
middle school), it would be like, o.k.. I’ve got to do my homework. Like
every night I would have to do my homework because that’s the way
everybody was brought up, you know, to do good in school. You know,
and then I started hanging around with a different crowd and I thought
way more about, more like the trendy like. Like a lot of them are
vegetarians, vegans you know and whatever . I don’t know, got into way
more in-depth conversations instead of what am I going to wear
tomorrow. This boyfriend, this girlfriend ... I was more like
government, I don’t know. I want more stuff that is interesting. (1999)
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Cody’s patterns of skipping and omnipotent behavior continued all through her
freshman and sophomore years at Northwest. Then she moved to Pennsylvania to live
with her father. Cody’s move to Pennsylvania was short lived. Missing Cody’s siblings,
her father accepted a position back in Northwest and plans were made for a return four
months after Cody’s arrival. However, before these plans could be carried out, Cody
received word of her older brother’s death. Although Cody spoke of escaping to
Pennsylvania, her description of having to deal with her father at the time of her
brother’s death leaves one wondering whether Cody had another purpose in moving.
I had to tell my dad about the whole ... my brother thing, which really
sucked really bad. He was sleeping and my dad had just had many
nervous breakdowns so he doesn’t take things that well. Plus, his dad
died really young and he took it hard for like ten years. So the next
morning my grandma called all my aunts and uncles and they drove out to
see him, make sure you know ... watch my dad and make sure he’s o.k.
(Cody, 1999)
When Cody returned to Northwest High, she was determined to continue her
education. A resilient young woman, she moved ahead with a fierce determination after
the tragic loss of her brother in the automobile accident. “He was my life. It was like
having a best friend live with you. I could have just stayed in bed, but I got up and went
on”(Cody,1999).

Leaving Northwest High School
For most of the participants in this study leaving Northwest High was not a
clearly defined or well thought out decision. For some the process of leaving was the
result of periods of absence that began initially as a missed class and gradually extended
to full days and often weeks. In the cases of Cody and Kathy, this process began early in
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their high school careers and in spite of school interventions did not abate. Detention,
suspension, and assignment to a Saturday School program did little to deter the escape
provided by cutting classes and skipping school. Speaking of consequences of cutting,
Cody laughed as she stated, “I got caught a lot. But more than three fourths of the time
I got away with it”( 1999).
Also attributing school skipping to a change in friends, Kathy, like Cody,
described a downward spiraling cycle. Growing up in Northwest, Kathy was a model
student until the seventh grade. Eighth grade became a period of increased social
awareness that led to her dating a high school student. By the time Kathy entered
Northwest in the ninth grade, she was included in a social group of high school seniors.
She described her early high school days as including frequent episodes of school
skipping with her boyfriend who was a senior and had already met his graduation
requirements. The school year ended; Kathy's boyfriend graduated; she was left credit
deficient with a clearly established pattern of poor school attendance. When asked if
anything might have curbed her poor attendance, Kathy smiled as she said, “I don't know
if there was anything that would really make me stay. I just wanted to leave all the time.
I'd go for a couple of days straight after I got my report card and then I'd be like screw it
and start leaving again” (1999).
Unlike Cody and Kathy, who skipped school to be with older friends, other
students found themselves frequently avoiding school because they were discouraged
with their poor school performance. Michael, who attended on a fairly regular basis his
freshman year, began a consistent pattern of skipping school his sophomore year. “It
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was just too much of a load. I didn’t like it. I could have done it but you know . .
(Michael, 1999).
Michael recalled being assigned to a Saturday school program to make up for the
days he skipped school, but he did not perceive this intervention as helpful. “It basically
made me more frustrated with school. I wanted it to stop” (Michael, 1999). When
asked what might have been a more helpful intervention, Michael said, “I might have
stayed at Northwest if I could have taken fewer classes at one time” (1999).
For Linda, withdrawing from school began with skipping her physical education
class. Not liking this course because she was self-conscious about her body, Linda
realized that she could avoid this class with no consequence. A struggling student to
begin with, Linda's cutting of Physical Education led to cutting of other classes until she
was no longer attending any classes. She acknowledged that she was aware of
consequences such as detention and Saturday School but thought that no one enforced
the disciplinary rules because she was older than sixteen.
Northwest High administrators and staff were concerned about high rates of
absenteeism but appeared to be struggling to effectively combat this problem. A 1999
document published by the School Psychologist indicated that time missed from
classroom instruction had a significant impact on student performance. Using school
year 1997/98 data, he investigated students who had failing grades and found that, for
students who received one failing grade, the average number of days absent was 12.20
per year while students who received six failing grades were absent an average of 43.13
days a year (Northwest Document, 1999).
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Conversations with student participants made it clear that the majority of them
had no intention of dropping out of high school. Perhaps it was the gradual sense of
withdrawing over time that made the "dropping-out" experience unrecognizable to those
who left and so was an experience with which they did not truly identify. This became
clear as I listened to Cody: “I couldn't deal with the work. I just didn't want to do it.
But if it came to me dropping out or being kicked out, I would have tried. But nothing
ever pushed me that far” (Cody, 1999).
Cody’s comment seems to illustrate that she needed a stronger school
intervention than she received. In fact, although Cody predicted her mother’s response
to school-leaving, her fantasy of that response was not sufficient to keep her from
dropping out.
I know how my family would react. My mom would freak, I know that.
I’d just get talked down to constantly . . . what a stupid dropout, look
somewhere else (to live) if you’re not going to go to school. That whole
thing. (Cody, 1999)
Cody illustrates the participants’ typical experiences around school leaving: not
recognizing the process, not admitting to being a drop-out, formulating a plan that
allowed them to continue to see themselves as students.
Sam might have been speaking for virtually all participants in this study when he
stated
I never thought about leaving. I just decided to stop going there like, um,
after my senior year and I didn't graduate and I took one class I needed to
graduate and I didn't pass that and I just never bothered to go back (Sam,
1999).
Interestingly enough, Sam did not believe that leaving high school without a
diploma was a concern to his family. “I don’t think that it really bothers them because

72

they think that if I ... for some reason if I needed to I could get, I probably could get a
diploma or something” (Sam, 1999).
Like the students of Community High School in New York who simply "faded
away" (Fine, 1990), many of the Northwest school-leavers shared the common
experience of getting behind in classes and beginning a cycle of failure which ultimately
contributed to more physical and emotional withdrawal from school.
Fine (1986, 1990) identified both push and pull forces as primary reasons that
students leave high school. The participants in this study talked openly about factors
within the school environment that may have contributed to pushing them out. Issues
such as large class size, academic expectations in heterogeneous classes that felt
unreasonable to them, and the structure of their high school day were frequently cited
concerns.
As mentioned earlier, academic classes at Northwest typically enrolled
approximately thirty students. For a variety of reasons some of the students who left the
high school felt that the classes were too large. Nancy felt uncomfortable in the social
environment of a larger class.
My opinion of like 30 kids in a classroom if your not the one that
everyone thinks is so cool, you're going to try and like you know...You're
going to sit there and be quiet and not going say anything because you're
going to be called a dork. (Nancy, 1999)
Christine was a capable student with significant academic ability but related large
class size to contributing to a feeling of not being seen as an individual.
I feel like a lot of times they (teachers) just see you as a student, a paper
with your name on it, a grade, whatever. They don't see you as a person .
. . well maybe even taking into consideration that you are having a bad
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day, or having problems at home or your energy for wanting to succeed is
not as it should be (Christine, 1999).
Robert was also affected by large class size and provided a clear example of what
it felt like for him to be in a large class by contrasting his day school experiences to his
evening school experiences.
I mean they’ll help you (in night school). They’ll try to help as many kids
if you ask in class. They’ll come over and help you but here they have
more time. You have an hour and a half class and you don’t have thirtyfive kids to teach it to. Up here you have fifteen kids and an hour and a
half to teach it to. And if the kids are having problems a group of them
could come over and she (the teacher) could teach it to you and in the
other class (day school) they couldn’t (Robert, 1999).
Vanessa identified instructional techniques in academic classrooms as well as the
size of the class as problematic for her. She felt that there should be more experiences in
the classroom that students could relate to and objected to the extraordinary number of
writing assignments as well as the reliance on test scores as the primary methods of
assessment. She said, “Teachers can’t concentrate on big crowds of students” (1999).
Vanessa felt that a smaller number of students working in groups might have helped her.
Unreasonable academic expectations were identified as problematic by some
students. Describing his difficulty in passing regular high school English and Math,
Michael spoke of being placed in Special Education classes for students with learning
disabilities but expressed that the support provided in this placement was not enough to
guarantee academic success. He related that he might have been able to pass if his
teachers had allowed him to work at his own pace (probably a valid request, given 1997
Stanford Achievement Test scores that placed him six years below grade level in Math
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and four years below in language). In a conversation referring to his success in the
Alternative School he stated
The way, they pretty much let you work at your own pace as long as you
get stuff done. It’s not like day school where they just keep throwing
stuff out at you. If you don’t get it done, then you automatically get that
F or zeroes. You don’t get some of the stuff done here, because you
work at your own pace. So long as you do good on assignments you do,
you usually pass (1999).
The Special Education program referred to by Michael is a constellation of
services carried out by 15 full- and part-time teachers and 25 paraprofessionals. Selfcontained special education classes with enrollments fewer than 12 students are designed
to serve students who are identified by specific disability. One of the programs is
earmarked for students considered mentally retarded and the curriculum is designed to
teach functional life skills. Another self-contained program educates 15 students
considered to be behavior disordered and offers a curriculum consisting of English,
Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies. Students identified as learning disabled are
provided support in resource rooms staffed by special education teachers and
paraprofessionals as a supplemental service but attend regular academic and elective
classes at Northwest.
During an interview, the coordinator of Special Education shared her perspective
that at Northwest there is a stigma attached to special education and that many parents in
the Northwest Community do not want their children receiving special education
services. This may account for the lower than average percentage of students receiving
special education services (8-10% at Northwest compared to 18-20% statewide).
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Like Michael, Robert found the academic expectations of Northwest High
unreasonable. At age 14, Robert left Northwest after the first semester of his freshman
year. His state standardized test scores were in the average range but, in spite of his
ability, Robert could not manage the number of classes and amount of homework
required. His transcript at the time of departure indicated all failing grades.
.. .the teachers, I think they give out way too much homework. And it
gets too built up . . . parents decide, we want you to do good in the
school. I’m not saying my parents don’t, but we just decided like because
it was so hard, the work. How much work you get every night. It’s just
too occupying so I can’t do it (Robert, 1999).
Students acknowledged that they worked at different rates and depending on
their familiarity with the subject matter being taught, often varied in their allocation of
time to subjects. They expressed concern about the number of courses attempted at one
time as well as difficulty with the completion of assignments within individual courses.
None of the students interviewed talked about being stimulated to do better
quality work in heterogeneously grouped classes but rather spoke of their frustration at
feeling behind in a class and unable to grasp material at the rate of other students. This
frustration, combined with the issue of large class size where teacher assistance was not
readily available, contributed to feelings of inadequacy that for some students, like Linda,
Vanessa, Robert, and Michael, led to giving up.
Northwest High, like many other high schools, has a structure that requires
students to take a core curriculum of English, Mathematics, Science, Social Studies, and
Physical Education when they first enter high school. Students typically enroll in six
classes per day. To earn a diploma students must meet graduation requirements of 46
units of credit. The 46 units include seven credits in English, four credits in
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Mathematics, four credits in Science, four credits in Social Science, one credit in each of
four courses identified as Consumer, Health, Driver, and Computer Education, and two
credits in any elective area (Northwest Course Registration Manual). The program of
studies for the school lists multiple offerings in the elective areas providing what appears
to be a rich and varied curriculum. In light of this fact some participants cited curricular
requirements of the academic structure as problematic.
One participant, a young man named Harry who had dropped out of Northwest
the day before my arrival, viewed his difficulty in school as dating back to his freshman
year. Harry pointed to his frustration of not having an opportunity to take elective
courses that he could enjoy because he needed time to work on the required courses. He
indicated that he did not see personal relevance in the Northwest curriculum and
provided a description of his ideal curriculum that seemed to reflect a desire for more
vocational education.
I wish the school was set up where going in, say you could go in and you
could go for your choice of what you wanted to be like. The first year
you would take general classes to see what you really like and then you
would go full steam into the classes that you really need . . . (Harry,
1999)
While Harry perceived the academic structure as limited in options, Cody’s view
provided a different perspective:
I want to get my diploma and Northwest is filled with math, science,
English, and social studies and the rest of the day they’ve got filled with
electives. You know, the electives are supposed to help you out for what
you want to do. Like horticulture, you know you want to be a farmer or
something. I want to do cosmetology, and there’s not one elective in this
whole entire school that has anything to do with hair, make-up, or
anything like that, you know. So I just felt like I was, you know, getting
way too much out of it. Like I didn’t need that much, I just wanted to
come here and get the basics, get a diploma. (Cody, 1999)
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Most participants acknowledged that they played a role in alienating themselves
from Northwest High by cutting classes, being absent for extended periods of time, and
frequent tardiness that led to repeated detentions and suspensions. All participants,
however, felt that even if they had followed rules and not encountered academic
difficulty, they still would have been paralyzed by the fact that they viewed themselves as
members of a subclass that simply did not fit in the prevailing culture of Northwest High.
Both Linda and Michael found that, in spite of their long history in the
community, they were unable to "fit" in the “J. Crew” culture of Northwest High. As
though to illustrate his difference, Michael, humbly clad in work-boots and Wrangler
jeans, spoke of his difficulty "fitting in" at Northwest. In conversations about his school
program, he professed to be unable to get up in the morning and gave the impression
that he lacked motivation. His hopeless affect as he spoke of school was in stark
contrast to his animation as he spoke about his job cooking in a restaurant for 45 hours a
week: “I like hard work. I can take a good workload but I just don't like doing school
stuff’(Michael, 1999).
Even though Linda’s eighth grade Stanford Achievement Test scores (average to
above average range) should have predicted academic success at Northwest High, her
performance did not match her potential. During her junior year, she ranked 352 in a
class of 390. Speaking of growing up in Northwest, Linda recalled her elementary
school experiences offsetting picked on a lot," citing her weight as one area that
brought her ridicule. She lowered her head and her bangs hid her large brown eyes as
she spoke of her isolation in high school. “It's just peer pressure and a lot of cliques like
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every high school. Like I couldn't fit in with the popular kids. I was more or less
unpopular” (Linda, 1999).
Following in her mother’s footsteps, Linda held a part-time job at a local pizza
restaurant. Her voice sounded embarrassed as she spoke of not coming from the same
socio-economic background as many of the students at Northwest High and believed
that this fact also contributed to her lack of popularity.
Linda's mother, in a conversation while she worked at the pizza shop, expressed
disappointment regarding Linda's experiences at Northwest High: “It shouldn't have to
be that way. It should have been different. It's very hard for kids who don't have
money” (1999).
Unlike Fine's (1985) students at CHS in New York who were pulled from school
to assist their families by being employed or providing day care, the pull factor for the
Northwest students who left appeared to be more like that of a magnet which drew them
back to a place that felt safer. Whether it was sitting at home, engaging in a job they
liked, or simply hanging around with friends they described relief to be away from the
stress of school.
Stressful family situations was another factor that frequently surfaced as students
spoke of their departure from traditional high school. This was particularly true in the
case of Frank, a 17-year-old student in the Alternative Program who had only earned one
high school credit toward graduation. Appearing shy and acknowledging depression,
Frank spoke of his difficulty living with his elderly grandmother because his parents were
having marital difficulty. Frank has two brothers and, when the family separated, his
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brothers each went with one parent. “One lives with my dad and the other one lives
with my mom” (Frank, 1999).
Frank related feeling some responsibility for his grandmother who needed his
help with many things, as well as concern regarding his parents' situation. Slouching in a
chair he appeared to be in a great deal of pain discussing his situation yet when asked if
he wished to participate in this study, he indicated clearly that he wanted to talk about
his experience.
Frank spoke about his battle with drugs and alcohol and his difficulty getting
motivated to do any work in school. “I smoke weed, drink. I just do it to help” (Frank,
1999). He associated his drug use with his inability to sleep and related that this led to
his difficulty getting up in the morning to attend school. “No, because when I smoke pot
then I’ll fall asleep. Then I end up doing that to fall asleep” (Frank, 1999).
In spite of a long list of disciplinary measures that Northwest High staff had
employed to curb Frank's poor pattern of attendance, he basically stopped attending
school. Since he continued to refer to himself as unmotivated, his reasons for attending
the Alternative School were not clear. Since Frank had just recently started the
Alternative Program, it was too soon to know whether or not the experience would be
successful. However, unlike day school, Frank was willingly and consistently attending
the Alternative School. Given Frank’s affect as he spoke of his family situation, its
probable effect on his school performance seems obvious.
Difficulty at home was a theme for other participants as well. Vanessa's
experiences being raised by alcoholic parents and running away when she could no
longer endure life at home contributed to her academic failure. A marginal student with
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many D's on her transcript, she experienced reading problems her entire school life.
Keeping up with school- work had always been a problem for Vanessa and she could not
catch-up after her extended absence. Upon her return, she spoke with a school
counselor and, after that, recognizing that failing was inevitable, she left Northwest High.
“They basically told me that...my counselor here, I didn’t like him at all because he told
me I had mental problems in my head and stuff like that. I don’t know his name. He’s
like some Army guy” (Vanessa, 1999).
Several participants talked about the cumulative effect of doing poorly in school
and, although they placed no blame, they expressed frustration at a system that did not
appear to have any mechanism built in to plug the dam when the trickling of poor grades
eventually became a flood-tide. The semesters moved forward, poor grades accrued,
and failure became inevitable. At Northwest High, as in other high schools throughout
the country, the assessment clock begins to tick at the beginning of the semester. Early
semester failures can lead to a situation resulting in no hope of passing courses. The
other common experience for all participants was that they seemed to reach a point of no
return where it became futile to put forth any effort at all because the situation seemed so
hopeless and success in school appeared too far out of reach.
The participants reported varying school responses to the gradual process of their
departure. When students did give up, they did not believe that anyone reached out to
them to pull them back. This was particularly true of Frank, who related that no one
from the school called him when he stopped attending, and he believed that he was
removed from the school rolls after he was absent twenty days. In contrast, Linda
remembered someone from school calling her home when she was absent but said that
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after a while the calls stopped coming and when her grades arrived at the end of the
semester they were all Incompletes. She said she did not return to Northwest after that
and there was no more contact from the school. “I just stopped going. I'd stay home
and have my mom call in sick. I just quit going” (Linda, 1999).
Kathy, the youngest of six children, was particularly skillful in avoiding authority
and keeping her parents in the dark relative to her school failures. She could not recall
occasions when a school person contacted her parents. When it became apparent that
she was extremely credit deficient and not on track for graduation, she felt there was
little option but to give up.
The only participant who spoke of a clear decision to leave was Bob. Although
Bob appeared to run from high school as a response to his fear of being expelled, he was
actually quite conflicted about his decision and, in fact, found that the decision to leave
was an agonizing one. He described feeling relieved as he left behind the stress of
Northwest High and retreated to his home. Bob worried about a number of things,
particularly about hurting his mother by being expelled from school. When asked to
describe his first thoughts about leaving school. Bob stated
Probably the fear of getting expelled and I didn't want to hurt my mom by
like getting expelled. But then again, I ended up dropping out and hurt
my mom also but I figured dropping out would probably, I don't know, it
was my way out at the time. I saw it as a way out of all the problems at
home. I didn't have to do homework any more. I didn't have to worry
about school. I didn't have to worry about going to bed early. Didn't
have to worry about what people thought of me here. Didn't have to
worry about anything. I had my life. I had my job. And that's all I
needed. And that's not all I want anymore. (1999)
Bob never talked about why he thought he might be expelled but, after he left school, he
lived through what he described as very difficult times psychologically. His relationship
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with his family deteriorated and he began to incur major debt by making several large
purchases with a credit card. Bob describes his life as spinning out of control and does
not recall anyone from the school reaching out to him during this period of time.
The process of leaving was so amorphous that some students didn't realize that
they had actually left school until the school withdrew them. Although Frank believes
that he was automatically withdrawn from school when he exceeded twenty absences, he
has never followed through to verify the accuracy of his perception. My review of
Frank's records verified that his perception was indeed correct; he was considered a
dropout with whereabouts unknown although he lived but a few miles away from
Northwest High.
The students who left Northwest told stories of isolation and pain but did not
appear anti-social in their presentation during interviews or when observed in the
alternative school setting. Thoughtful and articulate, they related their experiences
openly and those who spoke of being withdrawn and depressed during their Northwest
days shared their feelings about their need for education, the value of the new setting
that they were in, and their feelings of optimism.

The Importance of Personal Relationships With School Personnel
Remembering the importance of certain school personnel in the lives of students
participating in a pilot study (Seppala, 1996), I asked the Northwest participants who
they perceived as caring about them in their former school environment. Given the fact
that so many of the participants experienced strained relationships with their parents, it
seemed important to determine the type of relationships they developed with school
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personnel. The Question re luted to udults who cured ubout them seemed to confuse
severul of the purticipunts, und they frequently responded thut they hud friends thut cured
ubout them. “I hud friends thut cured ubout me but no stuff thut I know of’ (Frunk,
1999). “Well my friends. The teuchers were just jerks” (Kuthy, 1999).
Stuff such us guidunce counselors, sociul workers, und u psychologist ull
purticiputed in the school mission to support students, but deeper probing of purticipunts
reveuled thut the school personnel they perceived us curing were clussroom teuchers.
The only student to provide un exumple of curing by u support stuff person wus
Vunessu. She remembered with fondness u womun who she described us huving the role
of u sociul worker. Reculling being contucted by this womun during her freshmun yeur
she suid thut tulking with her “helped u bit but not much.”
Christine wus uble to identify u teucher thut she believed “went out of his wuy”
for her. She indicuted thut he meunt something to her und tulked ubout e-muiling him
every duy when she moved to Floridu. Although Christine could only identify one
person she perceived us curing in her high school environment, she expressed strong
feelings ubout her perceptions of curing und indicuted thut she might huve been uble to
stuy in high school if more people cured ubout her.
It (people curing) mukes u big difference cuuse when you’re in u lurge
school, muybe even smull schools for thut mutter und you’re in u cluss
thut’s lurge und you feel, not even just u cluss, you know the teucher hus
like 8 hours u duy und they huve like 20 people in clusses und you don’t
feel they look ut you like u person. (Christine, 1999)
Tulking ubout the teucher mentioned ubove, Christine provided u specific
exumple of whut she perceived us curing. She spoke of feeling thut the teucher knew she
wus huving problems without her telling him specificully ubout her difficulties. At one
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point, when Christine was hospitalized, she could not complete a large paper that had
been assigned and, upon her return, she told the teacher that she was sorry she could not
complete the assignment because the hospital did not have computers. She indicated
that the teacher made an arrangement for her to come in during the summer and
complete the assignment during a summer school class he was teaching. She perceived
this as the teacher “really going out of his way a lot.” Christine said that this was the
only class she passed that semester.
The definition of caring varied from participant to participant. Of striking note
again was the lack of entitlement that some of the participants seemed to feel and that
any gesture of kindness might be perceived as caring. It was as if the participants didn’t
feel worthy of positive adult attention. This was particularly true of Bob who, when
asked how he knew that a teacher cared, responded, “Well, they wouldn’t talk to me if
they didn’t care for me. You know what I mean?”
Will, who had made it further down the diploma road than the other participants,
spoke of pretty good relationships with most teachers. Particularly strong in physics.
Will was a member of a competitive physics group called WISE, where he engaged in
competition against other schools. Because of this involvement, Will believed his
physics teacher knew him but could not determine if he cared about him. He also felt
that his math teachers knew him but was clearer about how they viewed him as a student
than what they felt about him. “Urn, most of the teachers told me that if I like, that I
could probably do better than I was, but I don’t know if they actually cared or not”
(Will, 1999).
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Perceived caring at times had a positive impact on students and elicited a positive
response from students. Kathy explained that school didn’t feel important to her, but she
was fairly discriminating about the classes she missed. When she analyzed her pattern of
absenteeism, Kathy articulated that there were two classes in her schedule that she
attended on a regular basis while the other six were skipped with regularity. She
selectively attended classes where she felt the teacher demonstrated caring.
Oh I was there for their classes. I’d go, one was in the fourth and I’d
skip my first three classes. My third class was like study hall so I’d go to
fourth hour and then I’d skip again and come back for my last hour class.
(Kathy, 1999)
When asked what might have happened if she had developed a relationship with other
teachers, Kathy responded that she probably would have skipped a lot less.
Cody identified two specific teachers that she perceived as caring. One was her
English teacher during her Sophomore Year, and the other was her Physical Education
teacher during Freshman Year. She said she knew they cared because
They pushed me. Like not for bad, for good. You know, not like
“you’re an idiot, why are you skipping all the time” but like “Cody, come
in tomorrow, we’ve got one assignment, it’s really easy.” You know,
you just show up...you know, more encouraging. I respected them so
much. (Cody, 1999)
Her relationship with her Physical Education teacher also provided emotional support.
Describing her re-entry into Northwest High after the death of her brother, Cody
expressed feeling close to and accepting of this teacher who she identified as a Lesbian
and who she said was the brunt of homophobic comments from students. Cody s faced
brightened as she said, “While other kids are talking about what clothes to wear and
boys, I talked to this teacher about India and traveling.”
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At times a teacher who exhibited patience and tolerance might be perceived as
caring. This was particularly true for Michael. He spoke of the same English teacher
referenced by other participants but remembered him as someone who
Wouldn’t be jumping on me like all the other teachers. Anytime I’d do~
something wrong, all the other teachers would jump on me right away,
even if somebody next to me was doing the same thing I was. (Michael,
1999)
Vanessa took particular notice of a teacher’s communication style and teaching
methods and perceived these behaviors as indicative of caring. She also believed these
two things contributed to better academic achievement. Speaking of a certain teacher
during her sophomore year she stated, “He’d actually, like he was talking to us, like, not
just teaching us stuff and having us write down stuff. We were actually doing stuff. It
makes you learn better.” When asked what the teacher had her do she stated, “Like he’d
have us do activities and he’d like have us do group work like where the group would
help you and you’d re-do stuff and go over it with people first, like speeches and stuff
like that” (1999).
While a teacher that was perceived as caring might motivate a student to do well.
the absence of feeling cared about by a teacher could have a detrimental effect as
experienced by Linda. Linda actually left school twice, the first time after failing courses
during her sophomore year and again after re-enrolling and experiencing failure in what
should have been her junior year. A student that struggled academically, she said that
she needed teachers that might understand her struggle. When asked what she might
change about school if she could, she responded, “Some of the teachers, get more
teachers that want to be there for the students instead of just for the money and they just
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teach and give you homework and don’t bother . . . they don’t really have any
compassion” (1999).
Kindness, consideration, academic assistance, acknowledgement of difficulties,
and simple greetings were all acts performed by teachers at Northwest and perceived by
students as caring. Although Northwest High employed several professionals who were
in a position to communicate to students in caring ways, it appeared that they were very
busy with structured tasks as functions of clearly defined job descriptions.
The former Pupil Services Director spoke about the changes that occurred when
the department was eliminated and guidance counselors were placed in a newly formed
Career Guidance Program. Clearly unhappy about this change, she portrayed the new
role of the guidance counselor as primarily career planning and scheduling. The
remaining members of the department, two social workers, a school psychologist, and a
school nurse became a “Team” under the supervision of an Assistant Principal. The
fragmentation of the support team and the redefinition of roles appeared to have lessened
the ability of this staff to provide individualized caring to students who needed it.

The Value of the High School Diploma
One of the most significant reasons that participants cited for enrolling in the
Alternative School was to secure a high school diploma. They repeatedly spoke of the
diploma as the goal to reach, something to make sense of their lives. As desirable as the
golden ring on a merry-go-round, many participants purchased tickets for ride after ride,
persevering to grab the ring to make the experience complete. The times they became
discouraged were when the ring seemed too far out of reach. Kathy described such an
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experience when she was asked to leave summer school: “I was really to the point that I
just didn’t care I was like so depressed all the time, like Oh my God, I’m going to be a
loser and not graduate” (1999).
Very much tied to the theme of not being a drop-out, participants seemed to find
legitimacy in any plan that moved them down the diploma highway. Interestingly
enough, some were unconcerned about the length of the journey to graduation and, even
after enrolling in the Alternative School, several students were unaware of the number of
courses or specific credits that they needed to graduate. For some, it appeared enough
to simply be on the graduation highway. This seemed to provide a safe sense of identity,
that of continuing to see oneself as a student. Without the identity of student, many of
these young folks had no way to account for their being. Perhaps accepting an identity
of a drop-out would strip them of their cloak of student identity when there was little
with which to replace it with. Perhaps the diploma became a metaphor for a more
complete self, an exchange for a time in life that held little hope or purpose. Already
feeling isolated from a peer group that may never embrace them, maintaining the
common bond of “studentship” might have been critical. It seemed like the role of
student was the only role affordable or manageable to this group of young adults.
Unable to change their socio-economic status or eliminate their family difficulties,
many of the former Northwest students felt that they had no hope of fitting in socially,
but, in spite of their inability to fit, their entitlement to student status could not be taken
from them. Enrollment in the Alternative School might not guarantee their diploma but
it allowed them to preserve their student status. This was demonstrated by Cody, who
stayed at Northwest High in spite of repeated failure and only left when the Alternative
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School became available, thus saving herself from being seen as a drop-out. “I would
have felt like a total loser” (dropping out) (Cody, 1999).
Another student demonstrating a similar resilience was Christine. Relating a tale
of long-term depression resulting in an eventual diagnosis of bi-polar disorder, she
struggled to keep up with classes at Northwest High. A review of her records also
revealed a letter from her psychiatrist diagnosing Dysthymic Disorder ( chronic
depression), prescribing Zoloft (an anti-depressant medication), and recommending a
half-day school program.
I was considered bi-polar and it all started my sophomore year and I was
really depressed and in and out of hospitals a lot and missed a lot of
school. I tried to catch up and everything and I’d be a week behind
because I was in the hospital for a week and I’d just start catching up and
I’d go in the hospital again and I’d never catch up. (Christine, 1999)
Following several interruptions in school attendance due to psychiatric hospitalizations
and eventually discovering that she was pregnant, Christine left Northwest High. She
married and moved to Florida for a few weeks, where she suffered a miscarriage.
Returning to Northwest, Christine enrolled in the Alternative School citing her desire to
secure her diploma.
For Robert, securing a high school diploma was essential. He stated that if the
Alternative Program didn’t exist he would have had to remain at Northwest High in spite
of repeated failure because he didn’t want to let his mother down. He said he didn’t
want to be a dropout because he “had priorities,” but did not articulate what his priorities
were.

Life at Northwest High was frustrating for Robert because he struggled to keep

up academically. He was able to complete individual classes successfully, but when he
ran into difficulty in a few classes, he would shift his energy to those and then start doing
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poorly in the others. It appeared that the volume of academic work and his inability to
keep up with multiple demands is what finally led to his academic failure. Robert cited
large class-size as another issue of concern and spoke of not getting the help he needed.
Arrested for possession of marijuana at age thirteen, Robert identified himself as
a student in trouble. He believes that his trouble with substance use began as a result of
the influence his older sister had on him. He was impressed by what he considered her
financial affluence that was accrued by selling marijuana out of her bedroom in the family
home.

When his sister left home, she eventually gave up her drug habit and gained

control of her life. Although Robert continued his drug involvement after her departure,
he later attributed his ability to stop using drugs to seeing his sister straighten her life
out.
Robert was not an unmotivated young man. In fact he spoke with enthusiasm
about his work in the food and beverage area of his mother’s hotel. Robert loves
cooking and has a dream of attending culinary school. Although he was one of the few
participants who could articulate one outcome that could be secured with a high school
diploma, all participants except Sam continued the quest to obtain it.

Northwest Alternative School
Ten of the participants left Northwest High and enrolled in the evening school
program that was considered an “Alternative School” and often referred to as ‘Night
School.” This school program was housed in a cluster of classrooms on the second floor
of Northwest High. Beginning in the shadow of late afternoon and continuing until well
after dark, evening program access was a significantly different experience than entering
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Northwest High during the day. From the moment of entering the parking lot with the
gatehouse closed and the guard off duty, evening access to Northwest High was quite
simple. Gone were the check-in station at the building entrance and hall-monitors with
radios. Given the extraordinary resources dedicated to security during the day, the
obvious absence of security at night might make one wonder if the population of evening
students represented a commodity less valuable, thus less important to protect.
The Alternative School provides an educational program for approximately thirty
students, and at the time of this data collection the population was growing. More than
half of the students had attended Northwest High and the others had attended high
schools in towns adjacent to Northwest. There are three teachers and a director staffing
the program. The teachers are Northwest High employees during regular school hours
that volunteer to accept employment in the Alternative Program at an hourly wage that is
much lower than their daytime salary equivalent. Classes in English, Science, and
Mathematics are provided to a heterogeneous group of students. Class size ranges from
12 to 15 students and the instruction, although somewhat individualized, is more
remedial than classes offered during the day at Northwest High.
Directed by a jovial, outgoing, and enthusiastic teacher, the Alternative Program
is much less formal than the traditional day school program at Northwest. The apparent
ease with which students approach the director and his often loud, cackling laugh is
suggestive of a casual adult-student relationship. On the first evening of my visit, I came
upon the Director talking with a student in a corridor, and he turned to me with obvious
pride and exclaimed, “Can you imagine a night school student thinking about a
scholarship or financial aide?” Obviously intended as a compliment, but perceived by me
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as somewhat condescending, this question compelled me to try and understand the
perception of night-school students as a group and also prompted more interest in
getting to know students as individuals. Further interviewing opportunities revealed the
tremendous diversity among a student body who, in spite of their differences, had come
together toward a common goal, a high school diploma.
As previously stated, unlike Sam, students in the evening program did not
consider themselves dropouts. Although diverse in their backgrounds and abilities, the
students who came together in the evening school spoke fondly of one another and
clearly saw themselves as belonging to a group. In a sense they created their own
culture and although they shared the common feeling of their dislike of Northwest they
were not necessarily similar in other ways. The pressure to conform to a norm of social
status that had been referred to so frequently during my Northwest fieldwork was
noticeably absent in the Alternative Program. In some ways it seemed like the common
experience of leaving Northwest had allowed the students in the Alternative Program to
feel like they belonged. In spite of varied styles of dress and differing academic abilities
as noted in record reviews and observed in classrooms, the students in the evening
program were respectful of each other in their academic classes and engaged in friendly
chatter and socializing between class periods. Cody and Christine, in particular,
emphasized that the Alternative Program offered a school environment where they
described feeling like they fit and were accepted. Getting to know these young women
provided the initial clue that what was offered in the Alternative Program far exceeded
mere academics.
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The need for an alternative setting, a place where students might feel they belong;
a place where timelines for skill acquisition were abandoned; proved to be salvation for
many of the students who left the traditional Northwest High School setting. To some
the choice was clear and logical as illustrated by Nancy.
I think some kids weren’t meant to go to real school. I mean, maybe they
were meant to but some kids just can’t handle it. Some kids need to be
able to work at their own pace. I think it’s better for some kids to go to
alternative school. It’s more helpful and it’s not as . . . you don’t have to
sit in a classroom and you know sit there. You can actually be yourself.
Having moved to Northwest from another state, Nancy spoke of tremendous difficulty
adjusting to Northwest High. Weighing in at a faint 86 pounds due to a recent drug
addiction, she arrived wearing jeans that she described as five times her size. Nancy
recalled her surprise arriving at Northwest and encountering a school full of people she
described as “preppy and sportsy.” Only staying at Northwest for one week before she
dropped out, Nancy enrolled in the Alternative School. She indicated that she would
have pursued a GED if the Alternative School had not existed because the discomfort
she felt at being so different from and so unaccepted by the students in Northwest High
was unbearable. “I think they’re in these little cliques. They are friends with their
friends. Their friends acted like, well, nobody could even be in. Not me, they could let
no new people in.” Clearly strong and determined, Nancy was proud of her sobriety and
was beginning to develop future plans that included a return to her home state and
eventual enrollment in college.
Perhaps the young adult in the Alternative School who appeared the most selfdirected was Harry. Accompanied by his mother, Harry appeared as a newcomer to the
Alternative School on the first night of my visit, and both he and his mother agreed to be
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interviewed together. Mature looking and soft spoken, Harry brought the perspective of
a student who felt he had outgrown the social environment of Northwest High,
preferring instead to spend his days working on a local horse farm. Harry’s love of
horses and passion for his work was obvious as he spoke with pride of his
accomplishments in the world of show horses. Anxious to complete his graduation
requirements and join the horse show circuit, he saw the Alternative Program as a viable
option.
The relationship between Harry and his mother was one of obvious mutual caring
and respect. Speaking of her own difficulty in adjusting to the social stresses of high
school, Harry’s mother was quick to point out that success in life is not always
dependent upon success in high school. Having made significant financial sacrifices to
move to Northwest to provide Harry with an opportunity to attend Northwest High, she
now questions that decision and looks forward to returning to her old town some 30
miles away after Harry’s graduation. She states.
You know, the schools, I think are just as good (in the old town). In fact,
I think Harry would have been happier, because I think a lot of it here is,
you know, I have to stay in this area and live in a good area. A lot of the
children here, their parents have money. And I think, even if they don’t,
they try to keep up with everybody, and I’m tired of that. I’m moving
back and I wish now when I look back, there was a reason I stayed. I
thought, oh, I need to do it for Harry and it’s a better school, or I thought
it was, you know . . . and maybe a better class of people. Or, the area is
more affluent and that was important. And I don’t think that it is
(important). I’ve learned my lesson. (1999)
Unlike Harry, whose parent endured a long commute to work and more
expensive housing to move him into the Northwest community, other participants
attending the Alternative School had grown up in Northwest. This fact was particularly
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interesting because in spite of their lifetime residencies in the community and having
attended area schools their entire school careers, they were able to leave traditional high
school with little resistance from school personnel. Linda and Robert’s descriptions of
how they eventually received withdrawal letters after prolonged absences illustrate the
school’s response.
Observations of classes at the Alternative School provided good examples of the
concerns students had discussed in interviews. Students in a mathematics class who
needed drill and repetition in basic math facts worked along side of students who were
proficient in Geometry and, in one case, Pre-Calculus. The heterogeneity of this
classroom was virtually unnoticed perhaps because instruction in the alternative
classroom was individualized and students worked at a self-determined pace.
Individualization was accomplished through a series of teacher-directed mini lessons and
individual student folders containing follow-up assignments. Of particular note was the
level of attention to and engagement in appropriate student-to-student and student-toteacher dialogue during the small group instruction sessions. Students spoke
appreciatively of these opportunities.
We sit there with our teachers and have discussions. And if we bring up a
subject and like if somebody says “that happened to me” we’ll get into a
whole different venue. We just like learn a whole bunch in a night. We’ll
take notes and everything. I was writing (something) down once and this
kid came in and like “yea, that happened to me and the whole class just
kind of stopped and looked at their paper. And we were writing down
what the kid was saying in class. (Robert, 1999)
After their group instruction and dialogue, the students worked independently and
diligently on their related assignments.
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In spite of the fact that heterogeneous grouping was identified by many of the
participants as a problem in Northwest High, the students in the Alternative Program
were successful in classes that were academically heterogeneously grouped. This
grouping appeared to be the norm in the humanities courses where students discussed
and wrote about a wide range of topics. Observations of these courses, as well as
subsequent conversations with the participants, provided evidence that the students were
unafraid to volunteer in class. In some situations where there was significant diversity in
academic performance, they did not seem embarrassed to contribute what they knew in
spite of the fact that their contributions might not be as academically sophisticated as a
classmate’s. This willingness to risk represented a significant variation from their
portrayals of themselves as non-participants in their past experiences at Northwest High.
Appearing to enjoy the absence of what appeared to be a social class oppression
that they felt in the day school, students talked about feeling safe in the night school
classes. They communicated a feeling of respect for one another in this academic and
social environment. The fear of ridicule for academic deficiency seemed to be absent.
For some students, the safe classroom environment translated into more meaningful
learning experiences and gave the students a sense of autonomy in their learning.
Here we have different discussions. We’ll pick up subjects throughout
the whole day and we’ll learn about them and I think we learn a lot more
here. Because, it’s more like we’re a group, we’re people just trying to
learn something else. We all agree on what we want to learn and the
teacher teaches.it. (Bob, 1999)
The importance of feeling accepted in the school environment became
particularly clear to me after a conversation with Christine. Viewing herself as a
competent math student (at the Calculus level), Christine was somewhat frustrated that
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the curriculum in the Alternative Program was too remedial to meet her needs
(Christine’s 1998 Illinois Goals Assessment Tests in both Reading and Math exceeded
both the school and state average). She had chosen to attend the Alternative School
because, after visiting, she felt accepted and supported there. In spite of what she
perceived as an easy curriculum, and in spite of the fact that she made a decision to move
to Europe with her husband who is in the Army, Christine attended the Alternative
Program until the eve of her departure.
For many students, the alternative environment changed their attitudes about
attending school. The records reviewed indicated that attendance was greater than 90%
all evenings that school was in session. Students had elected to attend the alternative
program, and their autonomy around this decision appeared to have an impact on their
ability to follow through in attending. Kathy provided a specific example when she
stated, “It’s just easier at night. For some reason, I don’t want to skip. At Northwest
there were days I just stayed home all day. I’d get there and I’d leave” (1999). She
demonstrated her understanding of the impact of poor school attendance on her past
performance: “If I was going to day school I wouldn’t be learning anything probably
because I wouldn’t be in the classes.”
Even though all participants expressed a desire to earn a high school diploma,
they did not seem aware of the length of time it would take to earn a diploma in the
Alternative Program. It was almost as if they were enjoying school and were content to
keep coming instead of viewing the situation as something they were just trying to get
through. A conversation with Linda first alerted me to the fact that no clear system of
how credits were earned had been established at the Alternative School (or if it had been.
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it had not been communicated to the students); students were unaware of the credit
equivalent of Alternative Program courses or the credit requirements for a high school
diploma. A conversation with the Alternative School Director revealed that students’
confusion regarding graduation status was warranted because the awarding of credits
was an unresolved issue. Also, the question as to whether students in the Alternative
Program would earn a Northwest High diploma or Alternative School diploma was
unanswered. The director was unable to provide any insight regarding the timeline for
these decisions to be made. In effect, these students took a leap of blind faith and
actually appeared to be enjoying school as an environment where their social needs were
being met and their academic progress being positively rewarded by their earning of
good grades. Looking proud and self- assured, Robert spoke of earning A’s and B’s and
his desire to work to keep his grades from slipping.

Summary
Recalling conversations with participants and remembering the days wandering
the corridors and visiting the classrooms and cafeteria at Northwest High, it seems
obvious why these remarkable young adults had been on the brink ot giving up a dream.
How they salvaged that dream also appears quite clear. My observations validated the
participants’ descriptions of Northwest as a large academic environment where students
were taught in overpopulated heterogeneous classes. Sharply clad in the latest fashions,
the majority of students at Northwest High appeared to travel with ease throughout the
academic and social scene, which was often based on the size of their parents
pocketbooks. Fitting in, defined by academic achievement, athletic prowess, and
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conspicuous consumption allowed many to cruise the corridors of Northwest High
oblivious to those around them that did not quite fit, were unable to compete athletically,
academically, or economically, and whose very existence was likely unnoticed.
Loneliness, isolation, insecurity and humiliation were but a few of the emotions
expressed by the participants. Coming from home environments that were often less
than stable including the trauma of divorce and death, mental illness, abuse, alcoholism,
and abandonment, the students who dropped out of Northwest were a resilient lot
indeed. Feeling tremendous pain and inadequacy, they sat in academic classes, that for
some may as well have been taught in a foreign language. They went through the
motions of being students until their defeated sense of self (or possibly their instinct for
self -preservation) caused them to fade away. For many the fading was initially obscure,
and they withdrew and retreated by cutting classes, skipping whole days of school, and
in some cases disappearing altogether. They felt they were an expendable commodity.
Generous in relating their accounts of their failure, they were full of self- blame,
acknowledging personal inadequacies rather than challenging an environment that
appeared to be working so well for so many. Parents did not appear to play a significant
role in the students’ decisions to leave. Parental responses to their children’s school
leaving experiences ranged from being unaware that it was happening to reported anger
and frustration with their child and, for some, anger with the school. There was no
evidence that parents might have felt empowered to change the situation.
What appeared to be most misunderstood about the participants who dropped
out of Northwest was their true motivations and desires to reach their goals. While
school officials and teachers might label them as uncaring or unmotivated, this group of
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young adults actually had goals; for all but one of them the most important of the goals
was the achievement of a high school diploma. Committed to this goal, they welcomed
the opportunity to engage in another learning environment where they trusted that their
daily successes would eventually accrue the credits necessary to obtain the coveted
document.
It appeared that the ability to continue to identify themselves as students
provided security for several, and this made sense in light of some of their articulation of
uncertain futures. Lack of motivation, originally perceived as contributing to their
school leaving, all but disappeared in the alternative setting when these students were
given an opportunity to work at a pace that felt comfortable and non-threatening. They
were no longer being asked to perform in areas in which they were not yet competent.
In fact, when individual work was evaluated, students demonstrated a motivation to
maintain a high academic status that contributed to feelings of accomplishment and self
worth.
The students who dropped out of Northwest all told tales of despair. Many cited
psychological factors and described past feelings that were no longer observable in the
context of their alternative school setting. Of particular note was the disappearance of
the feelings of loneliness, isolation, and, in some cases, fear. This group that had come
together out of their failure and despair appeared to bond around their common
experiences. An alternative school environment appeared to allow them to express their
individuality in an arena that felt safe, and given their common experience of having
endured pain, they were able to relate to one another in sensitive and supportive ways.
The smaller classes and the less rigid structure of the alternative school courses allowed

101

many of the participants to feel that they had some autonomy in the learning environment
that had not existed in their past school experiences. Some students spoke specifically
about student-directed learning that often began through open conversation in
classrooms. Their experiences indicated that the alternative school teachers were
teaching students rather than teaching subjects.
A tragedy exposed by the participants is how much difference a minimal
intervention might have made in their lives at Northwest High. Appearing rather
unentitled, these students spoke with appreciation about a few adults in the school
environment that they perceived as caring about them. Adult caring appeared to be tied
to their measures of self worth and was an attribute that was perceived by these students
as being in short supply during their Northwest experiences. A kind word to Cody at the
time of her brother’s death, a tutor for Christine to help her catch up after
hospitalizations, a phone call to Linda — all small gestures that might have had
tremendous impact. Sam, whose recognition of his disability might have provided MIT
as an option to the Northwest Supermarket, and Robert, who simply needed things
slowed down, were among the Northwest casualties that might have been avoided.
Hopelessness appeared to be the virus that infected many of the students who dropped
out of Northwest. Some were exposed to this virus long before they came to school and
others were victims of transmission in the Northwest environment. All might have
benefitted from a vaccination at the time of their entrances to Northwest that might have
offered them some immunity from the disease that slowly eroded their perception of their
worth.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION
Introduction

Dropping out of Northwest High was part of a process that for many schoolleavers started soon after they began their secondary educational careers. It was not a
well thought out decision or a reactive response to any one situation. Most students
began their early years in school toting a backpack full of energy and enthusiasm that
appeared sufficient to carry them over the hills and valleys of the educational journey.
For the participants in this study, their supplies diminished over time and were not
replenished. Learning problems, academic and organizational problems in school, family
difficulties, and cultural alienation led to an often unrecognized process that began with
patterns of escape and eventually led to school leaving. At times able to reflect on days
when school had been a more joyful place, the participants eventually found themselves
traveling a lonely road without direction or in some cases a detour led by others who
could not show them the way.

The Drop-Out Model
The reasons adolescents drop out of school have been well-documented (see
Figure 1) in literature and the Northwest group demonstrated responses to education and
school culture that are closely aligned with the findings of others. Uncomfortable with
their lack of socio-economic status in the community, the Northwest school-leavers felt
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Figure 1. The Dropout Model
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that they did not have the admission fee to enter the world of cliques, material wealth,
athletic prowess, and popularity enjoyed by the vast majority of Northwest students.
This feeling is consistent with the finding of Chuang in his 1997 study. This absence of
socio- economic status combined with academic and organizational concerns in the
school environment and personal concerns in participants’ home and family environments
led to an eventual cultural alienation from school. Some of these issues were also
explored in drop-out studies done by Beckes ( 1993) and Ogbu (1974).
Having experienced cultural alienation, school leaving became easier as Finn
found in his 1989 study. In fact, the very process of school leaving may be an expression
of resiliency as students escape an environment that feels oppressive to them. Both
Fagan (1990) and Fine (1996) studied this phenomenon with similar findings.
Having left Northwest High, the school-leavers never lost sight of the value of
their high school diplomas. Although these students did not have the parental support
demonstrated by the Haitian community in Rosenthal’s (1995) study, they had acquired
an internal message that led them to believe that their futures would be worthless
without a high school diploma.
Committed to their quest to obtain the coveted diploma, all but one school-leaver
enrolled in an alternative program where they experienced many of the attributes that
were lacking for them at Northwest High. What they found at the alternative school
resembled the sense of belonging described by Norton and Taylor (1984) in their study.
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Cultural Alienation
Cultural alienation takes a tremendous toll on all humans but during adolescence,
a fragile period of ego development, the price can be exorbitant. Low self-worth,
loneliness, isolation, and even anger are often manifestations of living in a culture that
does not value and embrace individual difference.
Chuang (1997) contends that low socio-economic status plays a role in the lives
of high school drop-outs. Although the students in this study were of moderate means
by federal standards, they perceived themselves, and appeared to be perceived in the
environment, of lower socio-economic status than the norm of the community. Although
this was not a clearly established fact, this perception certainly appeared commonly
accepted in the Northwest Community. As the Northwest principal pointed out, this was
a community where a parent might spend their last dollar on the “right” shoes for their
child to participate on an athletic team rather than acknowledge an economic struggle. It
is possible that it is not the actual socio-economic status that is as relevant as the
perception of social class in the environment.
In Rosenthal’s (1995) study of a Haitian community she found that academic
excellence prevailed despite significant poverty. With no social class variation, the
parents of the Haitian children joined to deliver a community message regarding the
value of education. Perhaps the sense of community was the powerful force in
promoting success and the issue of poverty simply incidental.
Social structures of schools are powerful influences on student behavior. Those
students who belong may hang on desperately to maintain their coveted status and those
that are on the outside may struggle for a time to be included but may ultimately give up.
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Institutions such as Northwest High, as do many high schools, may at times unknowingly
support social structures that serve to exclude those who do not share in the common
vision. The valued athletes with their dedicated corridor, and School Spirit Day with the
donning of the school colors, serve as not so subtle reminders that many are proud
members of the organization. We cheer for our teams, we are proud of our school, we
value tradition -- all powerful and comfortable concepts for those who buy-in and feel
included. But what of those who don’t? What price do they pay when their coat of many
colors is lacking in hues of purple and gold?
It is possible that the social structure of Northwest High was so institutionalized
that it was invisible to faculty as well. Had it simply existed so long that no one
questioned it? Dedicating tremendous resources to administration, the building housed
it’s own superintendent, assistant superintendent, principal, and four assistant principals
for a student body of 1700 students. Each administrator had his own secretary while one
secretary staffed the Guidance Office housing four guidance counselors. Each
administrator described his role (predominantly discipline) with a sense of pride and
clearly fell into step under the direction of the superintendent known to all as
Dr._. Faculty, sporting computerized name tags, maintained the decorum of
addressing administrators formally with titles and marched in perfect step through the
motions of the school day. It appeared to be an environment where people knew their
roles and did not question them. The remarkable order and prevailing sense of
acceptance, reminiscent of the “Stepford Wives,” may have been one reason that those
who didn’t fit were more conscious of their own perceived shortcomings.
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The participants in this study were not ambivalent about their social ostracism.
Was it possible that they had written off the possibility of fitting and in doing so
attempted to imply no desire to fit rather than to try and fit and fall short? As I listened
to the tales of discomfort and sadness it seemed that the latter was true. Choosing an
extreme variation from the norm may have allowed some of the participants to hang on
to a shred of self-identity when confronted with isolation. Perhaps their disengagement
allowed their behavior to look more like a choice and to present some illusion of control.
It may be safer not to attempt to purchase the package labeled acceptance when you
know your wallet is empty.
A second contributing factor to cultural alienation is often disguised in
sophisticated academic and organizational structures. With the best intentions schools
create classroom environments that at times intimidate the very students that they may
have been designed to benefit. Heterogeneously grouped courses, attempting to de¬
track public education, often evolve to being overcrowded classrooms where the needs
of diverse learners are unmet. Large class size makes it more difficult for teachers to
demonstrate caring behavior, and an interest in engaging in innovative programming may
divert attention from students to programs.
Beckes (1993) studied a group of Chippewa students and found that the teaching
techniques in their school environment were not compatible with their learning styles. In
some ways, without the specificity of Native American culture, the Northwest students
experienced many of the same difficulties. At Northwest, as in many other high schools
throughout the country, the solution to poor student performance appears to be the
creation of more innovative programs. Yet program development, typically adult
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directed, often has minimal relevance to student consumers. Years pass, the educational
pendulum swings back and forth, and the vicious cycle of resource procurement and
program creation takes on a life of its own.
Program structures such as inclusion plans and heterogeneous classes are alone
insufficient to address the diverse needs of any population. Courses must extend beyond
the physical and organizational design and provide instruction that takes into account
learning styles and differences. Effective implementation is dependent upon the skill of a
teacher that truly comprehends the tremendous responsibility of teaching a diverse
group. If this understanding does not occur, the most eloquently orchestrated attempts
at de-tracking may have a more detrimental effect on students than the isolated
homogeneously grouped classes they attempted to replace. While many claim that
students may feel discouraged if they are placed in homogeneous classes where academic
limitation is assumed, this discouragement may pale when compared to the exorbitant
emotional cost that may be levied when students are placed in environments where they
feel afraid to speak up and unwilling to participate out of fear of ridicule or
embarrassment. Regardless of grouping, the students in this study were self-reflective,
and when placed in academic situations where they were either not adequately prepared
or did not feel safe as well as valued, they often saw themselves as less-worthy. Feelings
of inadequacy and inferiority prevailed and for some students like Linda and Frank, who
already experienced feelings of isolation and lack of support, the results were
devastating.
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Personal concerns frequently surfaced as the participants spoke of their
experiences. For some, substance use appeared to be a self-medication to hide feelings
of inadequacy. For others, stabilization through the use of psychotropic medications was
still insufficient to move through the maze of life at Northwest. Family issues including
divorce, death, trauma, and adverse peer influences all contributed to the further
alienation of students from Northwest.
Walking the halls of Northwest High with its population of students so devoid of
obvious racial diversity, I began to wonder how a town that appeared so homogeneous
might have inadvertently allowed a sub-class of students to develop in a way that to me
resembled observations made in more racially diverse school environments. The obvious
existence of this sub-class of students prompted me to consider the implications of John
Ogbu’s (1974) work.
In 1974, John Ogbu, an ethnographer, studied minority children in Stockton,
California, to better understand the high degree of school failure among Blacks and
Mexican-Americans. He identified students in these groups as “subordinate minorities,
students who were incorporated into the United States against their will” (Ogbu, 1974,
p. 2). He contrast their performance to that of other immigrant minorities such as
Arabs, Chinese, and Japanese who came to this country to better themselves
economically and who were able to blend with dominant Whites who aspired to the same
goal. After spending 21 months engaged in research in the Stockton community and
schools, he concluded that students he considered subordinate minorities did not
perceive education as being of particular benefit to them. He reported that subordinate
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minorities were encouraged to put forth the same effort as Whites in school but that they
did not believe that they would attain the same rewards for their achievement.
In many ways, the students who dropped out of Northwest High were
“subordinate minorities” (Ogbu, 1974) Although their skin color and ethnic background
did not differ from the general population of Northwest, their lack of financial resources
clearly set them apart from what they perceived as the norm of the community. Each
participant brought up feelings of inferiority surrounding “fitting in” and based these
feelings on his or her inability to compete economically. Evidence of those who did not
fit in was apparent in the cafeteria, corridors, and study halls of Northwest High.
Isolated students, at times groups of two or three gazed with longing at tables where the
“popular” students sat. Tables of athletes, connected by a brotherhood and sisterhood
that may have been as superficial as their well-toned athletic bodies, clearly epitomized
the culture of adolescence that prizes belonging. It seems possible that in the pristine
environment of Northwest, so devoid of the diversity of color, the culture simply
subordinated another group, those who were deemed less-worthy.
I believe that cultures create hierarchies. Northwest High lacks racial and ethnic
diversity, and in its absence created a minority population by identifying those outside
the most powerful norm. At Northwest High, many students perceived social status to
be based on economic privilege, the tender exchanged for popularity and peer
acceptance. It seems less important to give statistics about what portion of the
Northwest community actually experienced economic privilege than to acknowledge that
the twelve participants in this study were certain that they could not compete on a level
playing field because of their lack of it. High school is an arena where fitting in and
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belonging are valuable commodities, and they may be particularly important in the
traditional environment of Northwest. This possibility may have been the reason that the
rather eclectic group of participants related so well to each other in the evening school
program where, in spite of differences, they established their own inclusive culture. It
appeared that the only criterion for acceptance in the Alternative Program was being a
person who was not accepted in Northwest High. It makes perfect sense that this
wonderful group of young adults who felt rejected by their peers would join together to
reach their common goal of a diploma. The Northwest community is to be commended
for providing an alternative environment accepting of these students and enabling them
to work toward their goals, an environment where the embarrassment of poor academic
performance disappeared, the willingness to take risks increased, and a sense of
acceptance and safety prevailed. The only tragedy is that the need existed to demand
such a response.
The inability of some students to be successful at Northwest High raises an
interesting dilemma for this affluent community that has allocated abundant resources to
provide a quality education program. While Ogbu suspected political motivation as the
reason for continued suppression of subordinate minorities in California, it is unlikely
that the Northwest Community had any such motive and more likely that the experience
of students feeling very disconnected and hopeless was simply unrecognized until
students began to drop out. Unknowingly, Northwest High allowed a sub-culture to
develop that was likely far beyond their capacity to cope with. All the additional
resources of staff, computers and materials did little to change the feelings of students
who simply did not believe that they would ever belong.
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School Leaving
Once students began to feel alienated the process of withdrawing from
Northwest High became easier. Failure to comply with school rules, excessive cutting of
classes, and frequent absences created for many a pattern of fading away from school
life. The research of Michelle Fine at CHS in New York (1985) speaks to the issues at
Northwest in more subtle ways. As in Fine’s study, the participants in this study
identified both push and pull factors that led to their decision to leave Northwest High.
Listening to their tales of unfortunate school experiences resulting in their feeling
frustrated and hopeless and their descriptions of alienation, I wondered if the pull in the
experience may have been the lure of a life outside of school, perhaps a pull to a place
where they might be more free to be themselves without the anxiety related to attempts
to conform to an academic and social culture that felt out of their reach. The community
pride at Northwest echoed the pride of the CHS principal when he spoke to a group of
ninth grade parents and boasted that eighty percent of the school’s graduates go on to
college while failing to mention that only twenty percent of the incoming ninth graders
were likely to graduate. Northwest High, so rich in resources, also boasts wonderful
outcomes for much of its student body but for those who are not well served by all it has
to offer, the effort is lost.
Fine (1996) speaks of the dropping-out experience as a way for students to free
themselves from an oppressive and uncaring environment. This theme also appears in
Fagan’s (1990) study of Irish school-leavers. Fagan’s reproduction-resistance theory
contends that education offers little to those from working class families and interprets
non-compliant school behavior as a refusal of Irish students to “collude in their own
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suppression'’ (Fagan, p. 128). Although the Northwest school- leavers did not clearly
identify escape from an oppressive environment as their reason for leaving and their
leaving appeared more gradual and less deliberate, it is possible that these resilient young
adults knew what they must do to preserve some sense of self and escaped an
environment that eroded their already fragile psyches. It is also possible that they
possessed a strength far greater than those who stayed behind and tried to conform in an
environment where diversity appeared undervalued if not non-existent. This theory
seems plausible in light of their descriptions of their sense of belonging in the alternative
program. The actual departure of the participants appears to reinforce Finn’s (1989)
Participation-Identification Model that states that emotional and physical withdrawal
occurs over time and as school becomes less meaningful the decision to leave becomes
easier.

Alternative School
The students entered the alternative school having been unable to purchase the
package of acceptance but perhaps they didn’t recognize that through their ability to
reject the very culture that they felt rejected by, they found their strength. They grew to
know that their opinions mattered, that adults were interested in their learning and in
what they might contribute. They may have found what Bob longed for when he spoke
of wanting adults to “be real.” Perhaps they had missed the genuine concern of adults at
Northwest because they were so enmeshed in a social structure that left them feeling that
no one was really interested in them.
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Teacher caring was an attribute valued by the Northwest school-leavers but one
that they experienced in short supply at Northwest High. This finding is consistent with
that of Norton and Taylor (1984) who conducted a study of 11 females in New York
and concluded that teacher caring increased a student’s sense of belonging and
emphasized the importance of consistent caring adults in students’ lives.
Teacher caring was perceived as present in the Alternative School along with
several other variables that were absent in Northwest High. This fact raises many
questions. Why is it that the same teachers that teach in the traditional high school
setting where the participants felt unsafe and intimidated can create an environment in
their alternative school classrooms that encouraged open dialogue and allowed students
to willingly express their interests, opinions, and concerns? One certainly could look to
class size as a serious concern in traditional high school settings but more important that
the size may be the peer culture that is established when students join around issues of
common concern in an environment where they feel safe. It is unlikely that the teachers
in the alternative school became different people just because they were teaching during
the twilight hours. Since all of the teachers volunteered for Alternative School teaching
assignments and taught in the evening at a pay rate lower than what they received in
traditional high school one can possibly make assumptions about their enjoyment of
teaching in a setting where they may have felt less restricted. Perhaps the permission to
individualize instruction in a way that was not driven by completing an entire curriculum
or getting through so many pages of the text in a semester allowed teachers to feel more
relaxed about the instructional program and in turn created a more comfortable teaching
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environment for them as well as learning environment for their students. Whatever the
case, teacher caring in the Alternative Program was recognized.
I liked it (referring to alternative school classes). It was the way they
treated everyone, the way they were, the personalities. It’s like they
cared because they liked being there cause they wanted to. It wasn’t just
like the money or nothing. (Linda, 1999)

A Different Model for Schooling
Often what is good in education appears to be measured by external resources.
New facilities, well credentialed faculty, ample athletic opportunities, state of the art
technology — all priorities in today’s high stakes education games. While individual
communities contribute millions of dollars to keep the education ship afloat, we often see
drowning casualties when a simple life preserver might have been thrown. What might a
tutor for Christine have cost when she fell behind in her classes due to her repeated
hospitalizations? What might have been the cost of an assessment for Will who was
obviously so gifted yet unable to write? How little outreach might have made a
difference to Cody after her brother’s death? Why is it that teachers who venture out in
the evening to earn a wage far less than they earn in day school are able to provide an
atmosphere that communicates warmth and caring? None of these issues represent
negligence, just an absence of noticing that at times the simplest gesture might
communicate caring. To some student that might be the lifeline that pulls them to safety.
Although we know a great deal about effective teaching methods, multiple
intelligences, and mastery learning, many high schools in this country are tradition-bound
in ways that contribute to student failure. Course assessment and evaluation practices
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that begin early in a course often contribute to students falling behind and failing. If
teachers recognize the diversity in student learning styles and learning rates they might
provide rich classroom experiences that allow students to attempt challenging course
work without the fear of failure and perhaps only evaluate or assess when students reach
their individual goals. This may mean that for some students an Algebra class is taken
over a two year period while others might complete the same course in three months.
The process of individualizing instruction takes time and teacher energy but the
alternative of treating all students in the same manner is simply unacceptable.
Traditional high schools often run the risk of narrowly defining success and
Northwest was no exception. Students were often expected to sit in classes and absorb
curriculum that at times had little or no relevance to their lives. Teaching students how
to learn, rather than what to learn, would be a much more worthwhile endeavor but to
do this might shatter the molds of tradition. Flexible hours, more student autonomy, and
options not tied to traditional curriculum might better provide for all student needs. As I
reflect on the high school where I am currently employed, I think of the 19- year-old
faculty member who, without completing a college degree, has earned himself a wellrespected position in the computer science department. More current in the field, he
brings an energy and enthusiasm to his work that inspires those who work with him.
How outrageous would Northwest have thought the suggestion of giving Frank, who
could not pass English, an opportunity to teach a culinary class to fellow students or
Sam, an option to share his extensive computer knowledge with faculty and students?
Why couldn’t Cody, who longed to be a cosmetologist, intern at the local hair salon and
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receive high school credit in the process? Mike, giving equestrian lessons - endless
possibilities, all requiring a belief in the basic assumption that these young folks had
something to offer that was valuable as well as a recognition that the “one size fits all”
mode of schooling may be a concept whose time has passed.
I traveled to Northwest to attempt to understand the perspectives of a group of
young adults that made a choice to leave traditional high school. I did not bring
sophisticated tools to measure and analyze scientific data. There were no extraordinary
probes or methods to get students to open up. The students were so ready to tell their
stories, so grateful to give voice to their feelings. If one can understand this, then the
most valuable resource for future planning is recognized. Listen to students, they want
and need to be heard and validated. Perhaps it took a stranger traveling miles to provide
a safe sounding board, but I rather think not. Bob’s expressed relief that he just talked
things out left me feeling that he was just waiting for an opportunity to tell his story to
someone.
As I reflect upon the students that I came to know in this study, I am encouraged
by their perseverance and fortified by their hope. They have not given up. This
wonderful group of young adults gave of themselves in time and in spirit. They were
honest and candid and above all possessed a humility that was refreshing but at the same
time caused me sadness. Somehow they did not appear to have been given the message
that they were worth more. So un-entitled, they were grateful for any opportunity to
earn their coveted diploma. Undoubtedly, they will go on and find success in any variety
of endeavors but will probably not hold dear the memories of their days at Northwest
High.

118

Reflecting back to 1970,1 remember walking into my first classroom in a small
town in Massachusetts. Anxious to begin my teaching career and provide an inviting
environment for my students, I recall placing a welcome sign with this verse on my
classroom door:
This is a school
A place where people learn to live together and love one another
Money is not what is needed
So much as common sense and caring.

Thirty years later it still holds meaning.
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